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For We Are Young and Free 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 


This book is a collection of meta-fictional 
cyberpunk and supporting documents set in a pseudo¬ 
libertarian dystopian Australia. It extends the familiar 
tropes of cyberpunk to unfamiliar settings, including 
towns and small Australian cities, using the ‘high-tech, low- 
life’ aesthetic of the genre as a tool for comment on the 
economic and political realities of life in contemporary 
Australia. It creates a causal link between this fictional 
dystopia and the present day, encouraging reader 
speculation on the similarities between our world and 
cyberpunk, and what that might imply about our future. 

Many of the stories that became this book were 
originally conceived as part of the coursework for my honours 
thesis in 2014 on the differences between the ways that 
fiction-worlds had been constructed in modernist and post¬ 
modernist dystopias by science fiction writers, and what that 
said about the ways their cultures viewed reality. In preparing 
for this essay, 1 noticed parallels between the Australian 
Liberal party’s fact-free approach to socio-economic 
policy, and the manipulation of history and language used 
in 1984. 1 also noticed similarities between our world and 
William Gibson’s Sprawl universe, and the distraction- 
based oppression shown in Huxley’s Brave New World. 

These ideas became the genesis for a series of 
satirical stories set in a near-future cyberpunk Australia, 
which were highly-intertextual and referenced one-another, 
but I couldn’t get a single story published. 1 later thought 
that they’d be easier to understand if I took advantage of 
their interlinking narratives and released them as a single 
manuscript, which 1 wrote and edited throughout 2015, 
before sending it a single publisher at the end of the year. 
It was rejected without comment, and 1 couldn’t tell if it 
was because of the length of the text, the quality of the 
writing, or the unconventionality of a couple of the stories. 
But I didn’t feel like I could expand or retract its contents 
without damaging the underlying message, so I focused on 
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the publication of a single story with related themes instead. 
This was eventually taken on by Terry Morris for Andromeda 
Spaceways #65, and I’m thankful that she took a chance on 
publishing my work. 1 often struggle finding places 1 can 
even send my writing, so my publication in a sci-fi magazine 
as respectable as Strangeways was a boon for me. Thank you 
very much to Terry Morris. 

Products, brands, and the names of public figures are 
used in this book, where appropriate, not as a satire or 
commentary on their real-world namesakes (which they 
should be seen as having no connection to,) but as a way to 
fake a sense of living history: a link between this future and 
our world. I took a bit of courage here from Max Barry’s 
Jennifer Government, and 1 don’t expect he’ll ever read this, but 
thank you for providing the one example I could locate of 
a similar slice of capitalist dystopia set on Australian soil. It 
was invaluable for showing me what I could and couldn’t 
do in drafting this one. Thanks as well to my supportive 
friends for your editorial and imaginative advice on these, 
and all my other stories, particularly Peter Thrupp who 
helped me to imagine the conclusion. 1 appreciate you all 
for your support. 

My style has changed a little since I wrote these, but 
I’ve edited them as sparingly as possible. This might seem 
like a strange decision, but I’m drawing on them regularly 
in published stories, and want to leave a public record of 
the world that they describe. Any major alterations would 
have either taken me too long, or changed the meaning of 
the work, which serves to establish themes and settings 
I’ll extrapolate upon in future fiction. That’s the purpose 
of this book. Think about it like an EP from an up-and- 
coming punk band. It will be passionate, but a litde rough 
around the edges. Hopefully you’ll enjoy it all the same. 
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For We Are Young and Free 

1. ELIXIR 


A cold wind blows through the trees of Brighton 
Cemetery. I shiver, tightening the scarf around my neck. 

“We are gathered here today to celebrate the life of 
Anton Burnes,” the preacher says. “A man whose ambition 
and foresight were an inspiration to us all...” 

To privileged older patriots, perhaps. 

“Starting from humble beginnings,” 

Buying a house before the boom. 

“And growing to a cultural heavyweight, the likes of 
which this country never saw before...” 

I light a cigarette, and a twenty-something in a skin¬ 
tight black dress fake-coughs and shoots me a death glare. 
I flip her off surreptitiously. She whispers something to the 
younger man beside her, and he looks as though he wants to 
punch me in the face. 

Well, fuck him too. 1 never got along with my dad, 
and I’m not about to start pretending just because I’m 
visiting his funeral. I’m only here today because, shit, I don’t 
know. It was a good excuse to get off work? Because I’m 
doing what’s expected of me? I was shocked to even get an 
invitation. 1 haven’t spoken to the man in over fifty years. 
He stopped talking to his family when his work became the 
prototype for all Australian culture, and the dollars started 
rolling in. 

Anton fucking Burnes, my father. We thought that 
he’d gone mad at first. Making these twee home movies on 
‘the good life’ and ‘strong, Aussie values’ he thought were 
lacking in the young. He took out a second mortgage just 
to pay for the shoots, and all of them were pretty much the 
same: cliched, preachy dialogue and predictable stories set in 
a fantasy town in regional Australia. They always went like 
this: 

“Oh no,” says the farmer, fish and chips shop 
owner, or whatever petty bourgeois everyman (they were 
almost always men,) he’d conjured up to talk about the joys 
of worker exploitation for this piece. 
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“I can’t find anyone to work in my store, farm, or 
independent bakery! And the government wants to make 
me to pay a living wage. What should 1 do?” 

There’s a quick shot of young people buying drugs or 
videogames. 

“Who, us? We’ve got our Centrelink! It’s a fortune 
to us for some reason,” they’d reply. “We won’t work for 
you!” 

Enter the desperate Aussie batder’, or the exchange 
student with the overstayed visa looking for a job without 
their papers: 

“Hire me! I’ll work for food and board.” 

“That’s wonderful news!” the employer replies. 
“Now I can use you to prop up my unsustainable business 
practices!” 

And then the nasty Labor politician or union rep would 
come along: 

“You can’t do that, it’s against the law! You’re undermining 
the rights of working people, and condemning them to a 
life of economic servitude, or rather, knowing Anton — the 
government doesn’t approve of your individual initiative! I’m 
going to do everything 1 can to bring the violence of the legal 
system down upon your heads!” 

Each film was a self-contained story working as a capitalist 
morality play. He was sort of like a tropical Ayn Rand, 
an author that my father never read but was continually 
compared to, ironically at first, but later with increasing 
reverence, as all of us got older and our culture changed... 

My hands shake. I thrust them into the sleeves 
of my jacket, and pull my arms in tight around my chest. 
This service is taking forever. I lift my head and watch the 
pallbearers guide Anton’s hovercoffin towards the entrance 
of his crypt. He’s twenty-two and good looking, with pale 
skin, green eyes, and neat, conservatively cut black hair. He’s 
been stitched together seamlessly after what 1 hear was a 
violent aerial collision with someone else’s autocar. He was 
racing with his friends and very drunk. 

Anton looks a bit like me at his age, without the 
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beard and the tattoos, of course. I’m not sure what I’m 
feeling now, looking at his body. Am 1 angry at him for 
abandoning us? Jealous of his youth and his success? No, 
that’s the least of what 1 feel. Mosdy, I’m just tired. I want 
to go home, play some videogames, and hopefully die in my 
sleep. I’ve outlived my dad at least. That’s more than most 
of us usually get. 

The preacher finishes his speech with a solemn bow, 
while the lead pallbearer produces a remote. The others give 
the hovercoffin one last push inside the crypt, and he points 
it at the entrance. The mouth slides shut and it is sealed. 
Billy Joel’s Only The Good Die Young is pumped from a line 
of speakers built into the stone around the structure. I’ve 
never heard it sound so rich and clear. The crowd begins to 
slide into conversation, and 1 leave before anybody tries to 
speak to me. I hail a bus, get aboard, and ride it back to the 
retirement home. 

I check in at reception and go down the hall. 1 open 
the door, lie on the bed, and take my VR-headset from the 
case beneath it. It’s a Valve Gameworx 47k, last season’s 
top-of-the-line and my personal pride and joy. I put on, and 
the desktop swims into view. It’s pretty much the same as 
you’d expect: icons floating in space over a procedurally- 
generated image of the mountains. If I wanted to, I could 
push myself towards it and soar out towards the wider 
landscape of the Virtual Network: the VR-only version 
of the internet. It’s pretty much the same as Gibson’s 
Cyberspace or Stephenson’s Metaverse, only this is the one 
that actually got made. I notice that my mail icon is flashing. 
I’ve got an email message. I blink to open it. 

It’s Jaclyn. She’s inviting me and the rest of our 
friends to the 1990’s Game House for some Mario Kart. I guess 
my night is set. I accept the invitation, and the longue room 
of the now-familiar ‘game house’ comes into view. I smile, 
without even thinking about it. Honestly, I love it here. 1 can 
almost feel the soft, brown carpet underneath my feet, and 
Ten and Stimpy’s playing on the television. 

1 go over to the couch and dig around inside the 


15 


Maddison Stoff 


pillows for the remote. I change the channel to AV, then 
look at the shelf full of boxed N64 games. 1 find the Mario 
Kart cartridge and put it in the console. It doesn’t work, so 
1 blow it out a couple of times and try it again. This time 
it loads without a hitch. It’s the little details that give the 
simulation its appeal, even if this one isn’t quite reflected 
in our actual reality. I grab a coke from the fridge and sit 
down on the couch, getting in some practice time before my 
friends arrive. 

I see a hand appear on my left shoulder. 

“You forgot to boot the weed mod,” Dave says. 

“It barely even works without the chip,” I tell him, 
turning around. “Can’t you just smoke up on your own?” 

“Dad won’t let me keep it in the house,” Dave 
replies. “He’s worried that his other kids will find it.” 

He pauses. 

“Even just simulating the visual and auditory stuff 
is better than nothing,” Dave says. “It helps me in imagining 
the rest.” 

“I didn’t even start the server,” 1 reply. “The message 
came from jac.” 

He blinks his eyes and looks up at the ceiling. 

“Huh, so it did,” Dave replies. “I wonder where she 

went?” 

I shrug. 

“She’ll show up eventually.” 

1 hold the other controller out for Dave, and the cable 
stretches automatically. 

“Up for a couple of rounds before she gets back?” 

1 say. 

Dave grins. 

‘You know it,” he says. “Shove over. Wario’s got a 
date with the golden cup!” 

It’s just like being little kids again. For a while, we forget 
our aching bones, we forget the cold and funerals. In here, 
we have everything we need. Benny appears in a cloud of 
polygons. 

“Benny!” Dave shouts. 
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He leaps off the couch and gives him a hug. I pause the 
game and wave hello. 

“Benny,” Dave starts, “Could you talk to your wife, 
get her to-“ 

Benny shrugs him off and looks away. 

“Jaclyn is dead,” he says. 

“Shit, man,” Dave says, his eyes going wide. “I am 
so, so sorry!” 

Benny bites his lip. I go up and touch him on the shoulder. 
He looks at me. His eyes are red and swollen. 

“How did it happen?” I ask. 

“I don’t know,” says Benny. “1 don’t know. 1 get 
the message, come home from work, then find I her on the 
couch, and...” he looks away. “I don’t know...” 

We embrace. We don’t say anything for a while. He 
goes over to the couch and sits, while Dave turns off the 
television. 

“Do you want us to stick around?” I ask him. “Or 
would you rather be alone?” 

Benny looks around the room and smiles sadly. 

“I can’t stay here,” he says. “It’s not,” he pauses. 
“Not appropriate.” 

“We can boot up a private bar or something?” Dave 

offers. 

“No,” Benny says. “No...“ 

He gets up. 

“I’m sorry,” Dave says. 

“I’m sorry too,” says Benny. 

He disappears. A message flashes up across my field of 
vision: 

Server disconnected. You are now the host. 

“Heavy stuff,” says Dave. 

1 nod. 

“I guess we’ll be going to another funeral,” I say. 

“That’s growing old, I guess,” Dave says. 

“For some,” 1 reply. 

I walk over to the window and gaze out across the 
simulated backyard of my personal 90s Game House. At the 
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hills hoist, the pool, and the painted wooden fence. Across 
it is an interconnected world of houses just like this one, full 
of other users playing other games. 1 could go outside and 
walk along the footpath if I wanted. 1 could walk forever 
and never see the end of it. The sun beams down from the 
sky, and 1 hear a dog barking in the distance. The house next 
door is playing 90’s Smashing Pumpkins. Beats Billy Joel 
and the fucking Eagles. I sigh. Benny’s right. It’s nice here. 
Too nice for today. 

“I think I’m leaving too,” I say. “Sorry Dave. I can’t 
be here tonight.” 

Dave nods. 

“Yeah,” he says. “I’m not sure what I want to do. 
I’m not looking forward to being alone tonight. But, being 
here...” 

He looks around the room and shrugs. 

“It really isn’t right,” he says. 

“Later Dave,” I tell him. 

“Later Ray,” he says. 

I exit the simulation and lie the headset down again, 
carefully, underneath the bed. The man across the bed 
from mine is masturbating furiously, lying under the 
covers, wearing a Facebook-Google knockoff headset 
and muttering a series of racist and homophobic slurs 
punctuated by explicit sexual commentary. 1 put my hands 
over my ears and stare up at the roof. 1 guess I should be 
glad my job and superannuation keeps me out of pension 
prison, but honestly? I hate it here. 

I’ve been to three funerals in the last six months alone, 
and that’s not even counting Dad’s. Seems like everyone 1 
know is dying lately. It’s not the loss that gets me, or the 
fear of my own mortality. It’s just the way it’s always us: the 
kids from the 80’s, 90’s, and the early 2000’s. Some of us 
can get away, but it’s usually only through inheritance. And 
our parents die slower than we do. Our parents can afford 
proper care, while we’re just stuck with whatever trickles 
down. Worse still, we’re expected to be thankful for it. At 
least we’ve got a shot. But what good does that do when 
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most of us are dead before we get the chance to take it? 

The older I get, the crazier it seems. The cure is right 
there, always just a little out of reach. It gets cheaper every 
year, but it’s never cheap enough for us. Younger people 
work for goals or pleasure. We just work to survive. And 
it’s getting harder every year. 1 wish we could still organize, 
but that’s a young man’s game. We’re too old and nobody is 
interested in us. So the world remains the same. 

An autocar roars past my window, buzzing far lower 
than its programming permits, just above street. The drivers 
are whooping, blasting out The Rolling Stones. Even Mr. 
Hateful Masturbator pushes up his headset, gaping out the 
window stupidly. 1 hear the screech of tires, the sound of 
an old-fashioned car horn and the failing shout of an elderly 
man. The light flickers. The fluorescents hum. 

I don’t know what time I fall asleep, but I wake to 
the sound of a carer knocking on my door: 

“Mr. Burnes? There’s a letter here for you.” 

He slides it underneath the door. 1 rub my eyes, drag my 
body out of bed, and rip open the letter. 1 can’t believe what 
1 see: 

Raymond Burnes... your father... has bequeathed 

to you his estate_ To the sum of_ and a lifetime 

subscription to Elixir... 

This has got to be a joke. 1 turn the paper over in my 
hands. I hold it up to the light, trying to find something, 
anything, that would tell me this was anything other than the 
something it appeared to be. 

My father never gave me anything at all. He said that 
everything he had was because of his hard work, that 
nobody got anything for nothing. That if I wanted Elixir, or 
anything else, 1 had to work for it, had to struggle just like 
he did. Never mind my lack of starting capital, or his kind 
clogging up all the skilled positions that paid anything close 
to a reasonable wage. He’d never leave me any money, and 
yet, here it is? 

I call the company listed on the letter. They ask me 
for my name. Yes, 1 say, I’m Raymond Burnes. Then yes. 
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they say, the letter is for you. Then they ask me why I’m 
crying. 1 hang up, put the letter down on the bed, and stare 
it at for a long, long time. It’s my ticket to everything that I 
could ever want. Everything that I could ever need... 

But... why would he have given this to me? 1 asked about 
Elixir first. That’s the most important thing. The company 
gave me an address for a doctor’s office in Richmond. It was 
there, they told me. I could claim it whenever I liked. I feel 
the ache in my bones, and the cold, even though we’re barely 
out of summer. I think I want to go today. Tomorrow, well, 
it’s better not to think about it. 

I get dressed, take a shower, and hobble out of the 
retirement home. 1 have the address written on a scrap of 
notebook paper. It’s a little blurry, even with my glasses, but 
1 think I know the place. I arrive at a squat brick building 
with few identifiable features. Only the street number, 
written on a small black sign in elegant printing just beside 
the door, gives its location away. A drop of rain lands on my 
nose, then another. I push it open and I step inside. 

There’s a pretty blonde receptionist behind the 
desk, looking at nothing and typing in the air. Abba’s 
Dancing Queen is playing on the radio. Elixir must be making 
serious profits if even their receptions can afford to get a 
chip. But I guess they want to keep things pretty secret. A 
lot of people out there want Elixir. The money stops her 
from trying to steal it, or tipping someone else off for a cut. 
The receptionist stops typing and stares at me with a look 
of undisguised contempt. Oh fuck you. You don’t expect to 
see an old person at a vitality clinic? 

“Name, please?” she says as 1 approach the counter. 

“Raymond, Raymond Burnes,” 1 say. 

She clicks her tongue as she scrolls through the list of 
patient records. 

‘Yes, you’re here,” she forces a smile. “Take a seat 
over there. The doctor will be with you in a moment.” 

I flip through a magazine on the table. Top Tips 
for Landlords: ten great ways to keep your tenant’s 
bond, even if they haven’t broke the lease!. Negative 
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Gearing: What it means, and how it works for you!, 
Freddy Mercury - Live in Concert: the most authentic 
simulation on the market! Ugh. I close the magazine 
again. I’m clearly not a member of their target audience. 

“Raymond Burnes?” 

A nurse appears at the door, wearing a short dress, 
stockings, and heels. 

“The doctor will see you now,” she says. 

The doctor is a pimple-faced teenager who slaps 
the nurse’s backside as she passes. She stiffens momentarily, 
then laughs politely. Even twenty years ago this would have 
been considered sexual harassment, but things are different 
now. I shudder. Of course the doctor is a creep. They always 
make themselves a little younger than they need to be. 

“What can 1 do to help?” the doctor asks, in a flat 
tone that beguiles his lack of interest in his actual job. 

“I’m here for my first treatment,” I tell him. 

I can’t look him in the eye. The doctor nods, and produces 
a syringe. 

“Hold out your arm,” he says. 

1 do. 

“You’ll feel a slight sting,” he continues. 

“Ow,” I say. 

“There you go. How do you feel?” the doctor asks. 

“I feel,” I begin. 

I can’t quite get a handle on it. The rain is pounding 
outside. I feel, awake, I guess, content, a little hungry and 
woah... 

A fog is lifted up and off my mind, and the weight 
disappears from my body. 1 feel myself pulled backwards, 
feel my skin hardening, and a sense of lightness, just like I 
took a hit from an enormous bong, 1 feel... 

“Really fucking good,” I smile. 

The doctor nods without enthusiasm. 

“I mean, what the fuck, man.” 1 say. “This is stuff 
is unbelievable. I feel like I’m a kid again!” 

‘You get used to it,” the doctor says. “Now, I’ve 
scaled you back to 21. Your father’s subscription allows 
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for a follow-up injection every year for at least 100 years, 
preventing further aging, but, you’ll stretch the money out 
a lot more if we dial you back at every five. Some people 
think that’s far too soon, though. So we can also do it every 
10, 20, even 50 years. Whatever you like.” 

“Uh, 20 years is fine,” 1 say. 

The doctor nods. 

“You can change your mind later on as well,” he 
says. “Just come back and tell us so.” 

He writes out a list of the details and hands it back to me. 

“Any questions?” the doctor asks. 

What now? 1 shake my head. 

“Good,” He says, and looks relieved. “You may 

g°” 

I walk out. 

Outside, the world is brighter and more beautiful 
than anything I’ve ever seen before. The grey skies, the 
rain — everything looks sharper, and my limbs feel — they 
don’t feel like anything anymore. 1 stretch my fingers, 1 
stretch my toes. 1 close my eyes, and laugh. I laugh! 1 don’t 
remember... ever feeling so good about myself! About the 
world, about my youth and I — I have to find a mirror! This 
is unbelievable... 

An autocar decorated like a 70’s commodore is 
parked outside the clinic. 1 check my face in the mirror, and 
a young man looks back at me, clean-shaven, with a triforce 
tattoo on his neck. Almost as I handsome as 1 remembered 
him to be. I scratch my chin. The image moves to match me. 

“Fuck me,” I breathe. “This stuff is magic.” 

But 1 look just like my dad. 1 need to grow my beard 
again. 

1 return to the home. 1 have a lot to explain to the 
receptionist before she lets me back into my old room. 1 
show her my prescription for Elixir. 

“Oh, congratulations, Mr. Burnes,” she drawls. 

She’s a young girl. One of the boomers. 1 can tell she 
doesn’t mean it. 

“I suppose that you’ll be leaving?” 
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“Eventually,” I tell her, “I haven’t found a place 

yet.” 

“There’s an organization, Rebuild, that helps newly- 
youngs like you. My son used them after his compensation 
payout... Well then, let me see...” 

She scrawls the address on a post-it note and hands it 
to me. It’s a business in an office block in Prahan. I fold it 
carefully in half and put it in the pocket of my jeans. 

“Do you think you’ll need your room here any 
longer?” the receptionist asks. 

“Maybe,” I say, “It depends on how long it takes to 
get everything organized.” 

“Well,” the receptionist replies, “You’re a young 
man now, and quite well off. I imagine you’ll get it sorted 
out in no time.” 

I go into my room and grab my sonic toothbrush from 
the bathroom and my VR headset from beneath the bed. 1 
wave goodbye to the decrepit masturbator and the boomers 
roaring past the window near my bed. I go outside and get 
halfway to the bus stop before I remember that I’m rich, pull 
out my smartphone, and summon up a flying cab. Almost 
immediately, a small, silver cylinder descends on the road in 
front of me. One side slides open, revealing a plush, red- 
leather interior that looks more comfortable than anything 
I’ve even seen, let alone sat in, in over 50 years. 

“Welcome, Raymond Burnes,” the cab prompts. 

1 climb inside. 

The front of the car lights up with a holographic 
display providing a dizzying array of options: destination, 
wall opacity, and numerous in-flight entertainment options. 
1 key in the address the receptionist gave me and the door 
slides shut, sealing me inside. Several seconds later, I’ve 
arrived. 

I tap my phone against the dash to pay, then get 
outside, dizzied by the speed of the experience. It would 
take me almost an hour to get from Richmond to Prahan on 
a bus, but it took me seconds in a taxi. Almost immediately, 
T m struck by the amount of time I wasted on the bus. 
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Staring listlessly out of windows, listening to the same 20 
songs on my smartphone over, and over.... But I guess it 
doesn’t matter anymore. Time isn’t an issue now, and money 
isn’t either. 

Rebuild, in contrast with the Elixir clinic, is bright 
and open, with a large sign and a multi-coloured wall of 
tinted glass, occupying the entire bottom floor of a modern, 
corporate tower. The office is decorated with a neon-green 
holographic sign that says Rebuild: your future starts 
with us. The sign reflects in the puddles as the rain clears 
and the sun beams out of the grey, cloudy sky. I can’t help 
but take it as a metaphor. 

I step inside and the man at the reception desk takes 
off his VR headset and bids me an enthusiastic greeting. 1 
barely have to talk before he’s set me up to have an interview, 
and a lady brings me a selection of complementary tea and 
biscuits while I wait. 

By the afternoon I’ve moved into a sweet 
apartment in the middle of the city, where I watch the lines 
of technicoloured autocars drift in lazy circles around the 
heads of skyscrapers, high above the smog layer, sitting on 
my expensive new couch watching the extended edition 
of Peter Jackson’s original version of Lord of the Kings: It’s 
much better than that awful 2020’s remake, which is all that 
anyone remembers now. My headset beeps. 1 pause the film 
and put it on. 

My face falls. It’s funeral details, this Friday at the 
Camberfield protein recycler plant. I guess it’s Soylent Green 
for good old Jaclyn. Nice of her to think about the starving 
masses, not like she would have had a lot of choice. On our 
budgets, it’s either there or the power crematorium. But I 
guess things will be different for me now. 

I sigh and look around my fancy flat. They’ll put me 
in a cemetery, right next to dear old Dad. But I’d rather they 
just burn me. Give some teenagers on the charity grid a few 
extra minutes running around as cybersoldiers on the v-net 
before the lights go out because they’ve passed their power 
allocation for the day. Ah, Jaclyn. It always ends this way for 


24 


For We Are Young and Free 


us. 1 grab my smokes from the table, light one up and lean 
against the window, staring down into muddy outlines of 
the streets. 

I pass the next few days aimlessly, watching movies 
and playing games, trying to forget about the funeral. 
These new flats are equipped with an AI for almost every 
function: from ordering new food when the fridge is empty, 
to detecting dust or spills on the carpet and dispatching the 
right type of robot to eliminate the mess. 1 find this process 
fascinating, and more than once 1 tip a plate of chips, or 
a glass of wine across the floor, just to watch the way the 
system interacts with it. 

1 giggle like a child at the silly little robots, doing 
silly little chores for my amusement. 1 remember growing 
up and seeing ‘houses from the future’ on shows like The 
Jetsons or The Simpsons, but I never thought they’d ever really 
happen, let alone that I’d be living in one someday. But by 
Friday they’ve already worn out their appeal, and my flat 
has got so boring that I’m almost looking forward to the 
funeral. And just like that 1 realize why 1 didn’t spend my 
younger years in wide-eyed wonder at the technology that 
proliferated all around me, or the doctor and the receptionist 
seemed almost bored when they talked about Elixir: this 
life-changing amazing technology that gave me a chance to 
live my life again. It’s because the new becomes the ordinary, 
and the ordinary is mundane. Even my new body doesn’t 
move me anymore. The wonder’s unsustainable. 

As the recycler plant looms before me on the 
viewscreen of my flying car, I’m paralysed by rush of 
contradictory emotions I can neither catalogue nor properly 
describe. I hover by the entrance for a moment as the car 
repeats: You have reached jour destination. You have reached jour 
destination. 1 take a breath and step inside. Dave is at the 
door. 

“You’re late,” he says. 

I check my phone. 

“Only by a couple of minutes,” 1 reply. 

“They said we’ve only got a couple of minutes,” 
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Dave says. “They’ve been waiting for us, but they’ve got a 
lot of other customers today.” 

We walk past reception through a beaded curtain to a 
dingy quiet room that smells like sweat and mold. Jaclyn 
is lying on the tongue of an enormous machine, her eyes 
closed, and tattooed hands posed respectfully across her 
chest. 

She wears the dress that Benny bought her when she 
married him, and 1 have to shove the happy memories of 
their wedding down inside the depths of my mind, like 1 
have to do at every funeral. Dave knocks softly on a mirror 
at the other end of the room. He gives it a tortured smile 
and a thumbs up. The machine roars to life, sucking Jaclyn 
in. 

“Remember when we were kids,” 1 say, watching 
her body disappear into the middle chamber of the large 
machine. “And our parents would ask us what we wanted 
to be when we grew up?” 

“Yeah?” Dave asks. 

“Did we ever say we’d want to get old and watch all 
our friends die while our parents continued to support us, 
never really getting out ahead?” 

“No,” Dave says. “I don’t suppose we did.” 

Soft blue light fills the chamber, devouring Jaclyn’s body. 

“No,” he says again. “I don’t suppose we did.” 

Placebo’s Song to Say Goodbje plays on tinny speakers over 
the intercom. It might as well be playing on a telephone. 

“Nice of them to play that for us,” Dave remarks. 
“I know she used to love that song.” 

“Did she ever,” I reply. “Remember that one time, 
back in 2006? The way she lost her shit when they played it 
at the end of the show?” 

“Yeah,” says Dave. “The Meds tour. Everybody 
knew it was coming, but for her...” 

He looks away. 

“It was a different time.” I say. 

“Yeah,” says Dave. “Different.” 

He stares at the protein recycler. It hums. 
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“I’m surprised that Benny couldn’t make it,” I say. 

“He can barely get out of bed,” Dave says, and 
gestures towards the machine. “It’s not really much of a 
send-off anyway. I think he wants to remember her as she 
was when she was breathing.” 

The song cuts out and a scratchy voice speaks to us 
over the intercom: 

“Ah, sorry guys, but we’ve got another group 
coming in. If you could wrap it up soon, that’d be great.” 

Dave shrugs. 

“I guess we’ve got to go,” I say. 

Dave sighs. 

“Yeah,” he says. He shakes his head. “Christ, you 
look like your father.” 

1 rub my chin. 

“Fuck me, 1 know right? At least he doesn’t have 
my sweet tattoos,” I say. 

We sit there for a while, just staring at each-other. 

“What are you going to do now?” he asks. 

“I don’t know,” 1 say. “I haven’t really thought 
about it yet.” 

“Must be nice to have a shot at being young again,” 
Dave says. 

“As 1 said, I haven’t really thought about it,” 1 reply. 

He looks away. The intercom interrupts us again: 

“Could you please, please ,please get out so we can service 
the next group of customers? Thank you.” 

Dave turns to go. 

“Hey Dave,” 1 begin. 

He turns around. 

“We’re cool, right?” I ask him. 

‘Yeah man,” he smiles. “1 mean, of course.” 

“I’ll see you online, right?” I say. 

“Yeah. “ Dave says. “Sure... I’ll send you a 
message.” 

But something in his eyes tells me I won’t be seeing 
him again, even though we’ve been friends since we were 
children. He lived across the road from me in Carnegie, and 
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1 remember thinking he was cool because his parents bought 
him a Megadrive and a Super Nintendo for Christmas. He 
was such a bro about it too. 

He wasn’t one of those kids who’d always hog the 
controller. He’d actually want to see you play. Even in single 
player games, he’d thrust the pad into your hand. He’d be 
all like, dude, I can play this anytime. I want to see what you 
can do with it. That’s what I think of when I think of Dave. 
The sims don’t do the magic any justice. 

I wake up late that night after a fit of circulatory 
dreams. Dave dies, Benny dies, then I’m back at one of their 
houses in the suburbs. The holoclock beside my bedside 
table reads 11:42 pm. 1 rub the sleep out of my eyes and sit 
down on the couch. I watch the dance of the autocars. It 
occurs to me it’s Friday night. Of course it is. I’m living like 
an old man, even as a young one. I reach out for my 47K 
and browse the ‘current events’ list. What do people even 
do for fun in Melbourne nowadays? 

As it turns out, quite a lot. I scroll through the list of 
bars and clubs, all of them packed with smiling faces. 1 setde 
on a bar in Fitzroy called the Star Trekkers. Well, 1 liked The 
Next Generation. 1 change into something approximating a 
young person’s clothing and hope it will be retro in the right 
way rather than the wrong. 1 scoff a couple of caffeine pills 
and grab a flying car into Fitzroy. I hop out right outside the 
bar. It’s playing disco because of course it is, decorated in 
the bright colours and futuristic curves of William Shatner’s 
Enterprise. 

Screens, lined around the edges of the room, are 
lit up by games of Atari Pong and Space Invaders. The staff 
are dressed in early Starfleet uniforms, the girls are wearing 
psychedelic miniskirts and stockings, and the guys look like 
they’d be happier in Vegas circa 1971. This is bat country, 
and I don’t belong here. 

I walk over to the bar and get a drink. I sit and watch 
the dancers, and try to look like 1 fit in here. Eventually, a 
girl with a beehive and a fruity-coloured cocktail sits beside 
me. “You’re new here,” she says. 
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“In a manner of speaking,” I reply. 

“You forget to shave your stubble,” she says, 
touching my chin. 

“I didn’t forget,” I say. 

“Well, it’s cute. 1 like it,” she replies. 

She smiles and sips her drink. 

“Sorry,” I say. “I had my first treatment with Elixir 
just the other day. I’m still figuring out how I’m supposed to 
deal with everything.” 

She nods sympathetically. 

“I know how it is. The first time I took my 
treatments, I was crazy,” she says, and rolls her eyes. ‘You’re 
doing well to be coming out so soon.” 

“Thanks,” I smile. 

Her name’s Amanda. She’s Gen X, and a marketing 
executive for Quantum Mars. Owns her own apartment in 
the suburbs, Elixir, and an autocar. Living the Australian 
dream. 

“What do you do?” she asks me. 

I shrug. 

“I’m the son of Anton Burnes,” I say. 

She laughs. 

“Anton Burnes? The libertarian lion of the south? 
The grand defender of rational capitalism? Oh honey, you 
don’t seem like the type,” she says. 

“We never really got along,” I reply. “I hadn’t heard 
from him in years before the funeral. 1 should be rotting in 
a home somewhere, but here I am.” 

1 finish my beer, and wave the bartender down for 
another. Amanda nods. 

“It’s a litde weird for Anton,” she replies. “I always 
thought that he’d be buried with his money. Like one of the 
pharaohs or something.” 

I laugh. 

“Me too,” I say. “But here I am.” 

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Burnes,” she 
says, bowing factitiously. 

“God,” 1 say. “Call me Ray.” 
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“Alright, Ray,” she says. “Want to dance?” 

1 look at the dance floor: a sea of brightly coloured 
bodies bouncing under strobe lights to the soulful strains 
of Rick Dees’s classic Disco Duck. Some of them are even 
singing too. I drain my drink. 

“I think I need another beer for that,” 1 say. 

“Gladly,” she smiles. “Ensign? Another beer over 

here!” 

We stumble out early next morning with the rest of 
the punters, giggling, and hail a passing taxi. I take her back 
to my place, and we... Well, let’s just say, we have more fun 
for more hours than I’ve had for many years. Lying in my 
arms she looks at me and smiles. 

“That was nice,” she says. 

I kiss her. 

“Being young again isn’t too bad after all,” I reply. 

She giggles, and kisses me again. 

I get up, go into the bathroom and catch a glimpse of 
my face in the mirror. I’m grinning like a teenager. Well, 
rightly so, I guess. 1 take her for an early lunch at cool cafe 
on Flinders lane. 

“I’d love to stay with you a litde longer, but... ” she says. 

We exchange details, and I wait with her until her autocar 
arrives. We kiss for a long time before she climbs inside. 1 
watch her leave, then I walk back home. 1 reach my building, 
ride the elevator up, sit down on my couch and see a light 
flashing on my headset. I put it on. It’s a new message from 
Dave: 

Benny’s dead. 

Two words, sent this morning. 1 feel like such an arsehole. 

What, when? I type out in reply. 

Last night, Dave replies immediately. He shot 
himself. I thought you’d like to know. 

Jesus, 1 reply. I’m sorry Dave. I would have 
gotten back to you sooner, but... 

There’s a long pause. The headset beeps. 

You’re young again. I get it. Sorry to have 
bothered you. 
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Jesus Christ, Dave. 1 tell him: 

That wasn’t what I meant at all. 

But he never sends me a reply. I wait a little while, and 
then I crash. 

1 wake up several hours later, and the rain is 
pounding hard against the roof of my apartment. The 
holoclock reads 1:02 am. 1 wake up, go into the kitchen, and 
pour myself a glass of water. I take it out into the lounge. 
The anger is gone now, 1 realize in a heartbeat. The hate for 
this society that I’ve held on to for as long as I remember. 

After the neoliberal revolution came the lean times 
where we worked multiple jobs just to survive. 1 watched 
the rich get richer while my friends and 1 just fell behind. 
Then they announced the life extending drugs had come 
onto the market. The market price was high, of course. Too 
high for us, like a house or an apartment in the city. But the 
boomers took them, like they’d taken everything else. And 
then the world began to change. 

I remember it was almost funny the when it started. 
It felt more like a joke. People started saying that the world 
was better in the 1960’s, but of course we didn’t take it 
seriously. Someone wrote a rudimentary AI that wrote 
up new songs by The Beatles. A layperson couldn’t tell the 
difference. Recon rock, they called it. Reconstituted, like a 
fucking juice. 

Everybody loved it back in 2032, ironically at first, 
until the originals also started charting. It happened slowly, 
like it always does, until one day our country became this 
simulacra of the mid-to-late 20 th century the likes of nothing 
we’d experienced before. The boomers had retrieved the 
reins of culture, and all we had to fight them was our rage, 
but I don’t even have it anymore. Did 1 betray Dave? Was 
he right to turn against me? Did we ever stand for anything 
at all? 

1 watch the rain. It doesn’t give me any answers. 
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2. THE ROBBERY 


“I keep thinking it’s all going to work out alright for 
me someday,” Max says. “But of course it never does. The 
system is against us.” 

“Uh-huh,” I say, and take a drag from my electronic 
cigarette. I gaze across the park towards the petrol station, a 
beacon shining in the darkness of the street. In the distance, 
1 hear the drone of autocars. They never come out here. 

“I mean, I chose a practical degree. There’s plenty of jobs 
around in aerospace. I couldn’t keep up with the workload,” 
Max continues. “Maybe if I was more passionate about the 
work that I was doing...” 

I shake my head, blowing out a puff of water vapour. 

“Passion doesn’t save you,” 1 reply. “1 learned 
that the hard way. I got into a really prestigious academic 
philosophy degree at Bond. Not ‘practical philosophy’, 
or ‘philosophy of marketing’: academic philosophy. The 
real shit. Metaphysics, epistemology, and philosophy of 
language. One of the few remaining majors like it in the 
world.” 

“So what happened?” Max asks. 

“I talked my way out of the intro classes because 
I’ve done a lot, and I mean a lot, of research on this stuff 
at home,” 1 say. “I’ve read Aristode, Dennett, Kant, and 
Sartre... the point is. I’ve read a lot, so I aced their ‘prior 
knowledge’ test with flying colours. They put me in a second 
year class for Wittgenstein. Almost immediately, 1 was way 
beyond my depth.” 

“Because you hadn’t read a lot of Wittgenstein?” 
Max asks. 

“Dude, no. 1 fucking love Wittgenstein. He’s 
practically a god as far as I’m concerned,” 1 reply. “Nah, it 
went down more like this.” 

1 slam my fist down on the picnic table, doing my best 
impression of one of my prissy Bond philosophers. 

“Hop b one et Witt b one dot Witt das Nix. Hop 
one Witt das Nix!” I yell. 
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“What?” Max laughs. 

I point at him, leering dramatically. 

“Hop Witt das nix? Hop be one das Witt et nix! Witt das 
Witt et sam!” I smirk and take a drag. “Then the entire class 
applauded.” 

“So they used a kind of a code?” Max asks. “Sorry, I’m 
not sure that I follow.” 

I shrug. 

“Well, yeah. Neither did I,” I reply. “So I went back 
to the intro level courses and the first thing they teach you 
is this kind of a... philosophers code. A special language 
that’s supposed to be ‘more rational’ than English. I’m 
paraphrasing, obviously, but you get what I mean.” 

I take another drag on my cigarette. 

“And all the other students in the class were getting 
it, but not me. Those, mangled fucking sentences I put out 
before? That what I learned from the entire first semester. It 
took a whole semester to grasp the rudiments of what they 
said was ‘academic language’.” 

“What happened next?” Max asks. 

“New semester, new class. A bunch of fresh 
faced high-school graduates who didn’t know a thing 
about philosophy. We start up on ‘rational language’ again, 
only this time, they’ve changed it all around. Like before, 
everybody else gets it right away, and the class moves on to 
other things. I struggle again.” 

I get up from the table. 

“I couldn’t work out what I was doing wrong, so I 
spoke to one of the other students.” I take a drag from my 
cigarette. “She goes through the code with me step by step, 
only, it’s weird, like, she’s thinking super-fast? She’s making 
these connections before 1 even realize what I’m looking 
at.” 

1 take another puff, really quickly this time. I’m 
pacing now and talking with my hands. 

“And she starts to realize that it doesn’t make a 
lot of fucking sense? Like, either I’m thinking really slowly 
or she’s thinking really fast and both of us should be, 
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intellectually, on a similar level. As 1 said before, this is a 
really competitive, high-end sort of course. 1 had to do a 
proper essay to apply. So she asks me, almost like it’s an 
aside, she asks me what I’m boosting with.” 

Max laughs. 

“Fucking hell,” he says. 

“At the time, I didn’t even know what boosting was,” 
1 say. “I had no idea about the fucking chips. I thought they 
were just expensive VR gear for rich kids who didn’t want 
to lug around a set of goggles. I was wrong. Turns out you 
can actually run software on them to open up the pathways 
in your brain or add new books into your memories. And 
everybody had them. Everyone but me.” 

1 finish my smoke, sit down, and load another 
cartridge. 

“So the lectures were designed as a refresher. You 
have the memories, but you can’t necessarily use them until 
someone turns them on for you, or encourages you to turn 
them on yourself. So the reason everyone else figured out 
the code so quickly, was because it was already there, inside 
their heads. The variations were just minor version updates, 
but it didn’t look that way to me.” 

“I’ll bet it was the same thing with my engineering 
classes.” Max replies. “Especially the students with the 
higher grades. They were always the richer ones. And they 
got things right away.” 

“Boosters are ruining everything.” 1 say. “I was doing 
all I could. 1 didn’t even have a job, and all my corporate 
sponsor money went into the rent. 1 signed up for several 
basic income charities, which are nonsense by the way, used 
the charity grid for electricity and lived entirely on recycled 
proteins. When I wasn’t in my lectures, I was studying. It still 
wasn’t enough. In the Philosophical Investigations , Wittgenstein 
wrote that private language was impossible. 1 don’t think he 
intended future philosophers to take it as a challenge.” 

Max smiles and shakes his head. 

“At least there’s somewhere in Australia that still 
offers it,” he says. “At UQ they’ve replaced the entire Arts 
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faculty with CEMM classes.” 

“Fat lot of good it does you if you can’t afford a chip.” 
1 say. 

“And the chips are so expensive,” Max replies. “They’re 
even more than autocars.” 

“It’s because let you use your brain as a computer.” I 
reply. “A useful one, I mean.” 

I tap my head. 

“Our brains are still the most powerful computers 
in the world,” I continue. “But like every computer, their 
value is contained within the programs that they’re capable 
of running. Not their potential, or their processing ability. 
The things they run that let them do the things they do.” 

“And the chips will let you change all that?” Max asks. 
“Install new programs, and modify the old ones?” 

“Yeah,” 1 reply. “Turns out the VR stuff is just a bonus.” 

“Are we gonna do this thing or what?” Percy asks, pulling 
us back down into the world. 

His expression beneath his hoody is inscrutable, but 1 
can tell he’s nervous. He’s clenched his hands tightly around 
the wooden table, perched up on the edge like he’s a vulture. 

“Sorry man,” I tell him. 

Percy’s had it roughest out of all of us. He didn’t even 
finish high school, let alone the rest of it. His family is really 
poor, so he went off to the mines to help support them. 
He left when the work dried up to escape the fighting, then 
came down here to live with them again. He couldn’t find 
another job and his family could barely eat, so he had to try 
for government assistance. 

They wanted to send him back, make him fight for the 
dole just to get some food stamps on a smart-card. If he 
wanted to do that, he told me, he would have stayed in 
Cairns and fought with all his friends in Unity. He called me 
up one day, told me he was back in town and wanted me 
to help him with a job. He said it wasn’t very pleasant and 
he didn’t really want to do it, but he felt like he was out of 
other options. 1 could relate to that, and 1 knew that Percy 
would as well. 
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I put the electronic cigarette back inside my jacket and 
touch the plastic pistol in my pocket. 

“Do we really have to do this?” Max asks. 

“Can’t learn, can’t earn,” I shrug. “What else are we 
supposed to do?” 

Max sighs. 

“Do we know how to get past the cameras?” he says. 

Percy looks at me. 

“Pretty sure,” 1 nod. “I found a way to take out the 
wi-fi on the darknet using a pre-cloud smartphone. It works 
at home, and it should work here as well. Unless they’ve got 
some kind of crazy new security.” 

“Weren’t they robbed just recently?” Max asks, 
“They might have got an upgrade.” 

“Nah, I knew the guy that did it,” Percy says. 

He jumps off the table. 

“It was a pretty lo-tech robbery. Dude came into the store 
with a shotgun,” he mimes it. “Guy behind the counter hit 
the alarm. Force-field went up, drones came out, and the 
thief was reduced to a puddle on the floor.” 

“Boom,” he shrugs. “That was it.” 

“The only thing that can block this hack is executive or 
military hardware,” 1 reassure them. “They won’t have that 
in Mitchelton. It’s the reason why we’re here.” 

“You guys have planned this pretty well,” says Max. 

“We had to,” says Percy, “It’s the only way it’s gunna 

work.” 

“Check your guns,” 1 tell them. “Then it’s masks 
on. We’re going in.” 

I cock the gun and fire. The mechanism clicks. 1 
slide on my rubber rooster mask and load a clip into the 
chamber. I cock it again, and point it at the store. This 
should work just fine. 

“Mum’s 3d printer worked a charm,” Max says, 
looking his weapon. 

‘You did well,” I tell him. “Percy, let’s go.” 

We run down the park across the empty road. Years ago, 
when I was a kid, this was a bustling suburb. Most of the 
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cities around the country have dramatically increased in size, 
but Brisbane keeps on getting smaller. It started slowly, with 
the bleeding out of residents into Melbourne and Sydney, 
then the Northern parts of Queensland were developed 
into Freeland, and it started going faster. 

Cut off from the mining operations in the North, 
the southern part of Queensland was mostly dedicated to 
tourism and agriculture. And most of the tourists were 
going to the Gold Coast, leaving Brisbane stranded between 
two more economically desirable areas. Mostly all we had 
was universities, and when the government finally severed 
all their funding and left it up to corporations and charities 
to fill the gaps, they did it very poorly. By 2069 the only 
people left in Brisbane were those of us with nowhere else 
to go. It’s like the Detroit of Australia, to use a popular 
phrase. It’s a pretty crumby place to be. 

The automatic doors open with a ding. The guy behind 
the counter doesn’t even look up. He’s a decrepit millennial 
with shoulder-length white hair, stretchers and a septum 
piercing. He looks a little like my granddad, with a similar 
sense of apathy about him. Like he’s seen it all and never 
been impressed. He’s playing some game on this bulky, dual- 
screened.... Phone, I guess? Some kind of old technology. 
For the first time since we started this 1 feel a moment of 
regret. We’re gonna scare this poor guy shitless. We have to, 
if we want to get away. 

“Hands behind your head!” 1 shout, “Do it now!” 

The guy looks up and sees my gun. He hits the button for 
the drones and looks back down at his machine. When he 
doesn’t hear the siren, he jabs the button again. He looks up 
and frowns. He nervously extends an arm into the air in the 
front of the counter. He doesn’t find the force-field. Now 
he looks alarmed. 

“Shit, guys. 1 don’t want any trouble,” he says. 

“Hands behind your head!” Percy shouts. “Do it, cunt. 
Or I’ll blow your fucking brains out.” 

“Woah man, settle down,” says Max. 

The man puts his hands behind his head. 
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‘Do you want this to work or don’t you?” hisses Percy. 

“How did you disrupt the emergency systems?” the 
shop assistant asks. 

“Max,” 1 say. 

“Yeah?” he replies. 

“Tie him up. Come on,” I say. 

He does. 

“You guys are the real deal, huh?” the shop assistant says. 

“Shut the fuck up,” says Percy. 

He attaches the grifter to the cash register. Its screen lights 
up with a scrolling list of bank accounts that purchased 
from the terminal today. 

“Actually, we’ve never done this before.” I admit, lowering 
my pistol. 

“Desperate times, huh?” the shop assistant asks, smiling 
sadly. 

‘You know it.” I reply. 

“Dude, don’t talk to the guy,” says Percy. 

“Why not?” says Max, walking back towards the door. 
“The least we can do is try and keep it bloody civil!” 

I’m taken back by that a little bit. I’ve never heard him 
swear before. 

“People on the darknet say you should try to dehumanize 
your targets. Just in case you need to, you know...” Percy 
trails off. 

“We shouldn’t have to shoot him,” 1 reply. “Just grab the 
dox and get away.” 

“Yeah, I’m cool guys,” the shop assistant says. “Really. 
Just do whatever you got to do, and get away.” He sounds 
pretty calm, but it looks like he’s sweating. 

“He tried to hit the button,” Percy says, aiming the pistol 
at the shop assistant’s head. “What do you think would have 
happened to us if the drones had been released?” 

“That’s why we planned this out, remember? We weren’t 
in any danger,” I reply. 

“Guys come on,” the shop assistant says. “I’ve been 
working here for thirty years, and I’m lucky 1 still can. 
Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a job in retail? 
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Somebody comes in here with a weapon, 1 hit the button, 
simple as that. I want to go home at the end of my shift, just 
like anybody else. It’s not about my ethics or my politics.” 

“Were you here the other day when a guy like us came 
in?” Percy asks. 

His gorilla mask makes him look sterner somehow, more 
commanding. 

“I...” the shop assistant starts. He swallows. 

“Shit, dude, it doesn’t matter.” 1 tell them. “We don’t 
need the extra heat. Is the grifter done yet?” 

Percy checks it. He keeps his weapon trained on the shop 
assistant’s head. 

“Still a little more to go,” he says. 

He lowers the gun. 

“Shit man, I’m sorry. 1 don’t know what I’m trying to 
do,” Percy says. 

“Thank you,” I say. 

I turn to the shop assistant. 

“Sorry for the inconvenience. We’ll be done in just 
a sec,” I say. 

We hear an autocar landing outside of the shop. 

“Shit. What now?” says Percy. 

“Guys,” says Max, tapping on the glass. “Guys, someone 
is coming!” 

“Shit.” I say. 

“Shit!” yells Max. 

“Fuck, what the shit do we do?” says Percy. 
“Let me think, fuck, let me think.” I say. 

1 look around the room. At the fridges full of drinks 
and ice-cream, and the shelves packed with junk food and 
designer marijuana. The shop assistant struggles against his 
restraints. There’s nothing here that we can use. 

“Percy,” I begin, “Hide behind the counter and keep your 
gun trained on” — 1 check the shop assistant’s nametag — 
“on Derrick over here. Max, wait with me by the door. We’ll 
have to jump them when they come in.” 

“We’re out of rope,” says Max. “How are we going to tie 
them up?” 
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“Fuck, 1 don’t know.” 1 tell them. “We’ll just have to 
knock them out or something.” 

The autocar door hisses open. 

“Okay, everyone. Get down. We can’t let them see us 
from outside.” 

A young couple in their early twenties — body snatchers 
probably, no one who’s really our age has a car like that 
— emerge from the vehicle and walk towards the door. It 
opens with a ding 

The he girl giggles, and the guy kisses her. His arms are 
wrapped around her waist. He looks up and sees the shop 
assistant gagged behind the counter — 

“What the f,” he stats. 

Max knocks him out. 

I grab the girl from behind, put my hand around 
her mouth, and hold the gun against her head. She cries out 
in muffled shock. 

“I don’t want to hurt you,” 1 say. “We just need to grab 
some cash. So shut up, let us do our thing, and we’ll let you 
out of here alive, okay?” 

She nods vigorously. I release her, and point my gun at 
her chest. 

“Remember. Be calm. Let us do our thing,” 1 say. 

She nods again. She looks uncomfortable. 

“C-c-can I,” she begins. She looks at me for approval — 
“Can I... at least check and see if Freddie is okay...?” 

1 nod and lower the gun. She goes to him. 

“Nathan,” says Percy. 1 turn around. “The grifter’s 

done.” 

“Hey!” yells Max, “Hey!” 

I turn around to face him. The girl looks up at me with 
tear-streaked eyes. She’s holding a phone. 

“Don’t you dare press call!” Max says, aiming at her 

head. 

They look at each-other for a moment, then she hits the 
button on her phone. Max fires. Derrick makes a muffled 
shout. 

“Shit,” says Percy. 
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“Fuck,” I reply. 

Max is hyperventilating. His horsehead mask is flecked 
with blood. 

The voice on the end of the phone says: 

Triple 0 — do you need police, fire, or an ambulance? 

“Max, pick up the phone!” says Percy. 
But Max isn’t listening. He’s removed his mask, looking at 
the body muttering: 

“Fuck, fuck, I’m fucked. Fuck, fuck, fuck, I’m 

fucked!” 

Hello? What is the nature of the emergency? 

“Fuck,” I say. 

I scramble to pick it up. 1 touch the screen — 

“Fuck!” I yell. 

It shocks my hands. There’s an error message: 

User unrecognized. Access denied. 

Tlease hold the line. Your location is being tracked by emergency 
services. 

“What’s wrong?” asks Percy. 

He comes over to meet me. 

“It’s one of those fucking secure-phones,” 1 

whisper. 

“Shit,” says Percy. “Can you hack it?” 

“I can’t do anything with it,” I say, turning it over in 
my hands. “Shit. It’s not responding.” 

“Remove the fucking battery,” he suggests, 
gesturing with his gun for emphasis. 

I do. The phone goes dead. 

“Shit,” says Percy. “Shit.” 

“Do you reckon they’ve tracked us?” Max asks. His 
eyes are red from crying. 

“Once they find the body...” 1 begin. “Shit guys, 
this is going to be a manhunt.” 

“We can get rid of her,” offers Percy. 

“We don’t have the time.” I reply. 

“Is that a yes, then?” Max shrieks. “They’ve tracked 

us?” 

“What about Derrick?” Percy asks, pointing at the 
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shop assistant. 

“We’ll have to fucking shoot him,” I say. “We can’t 
risk him going to the police.” 

Derrick struggles against his restraints. He emits a 
muffled cry. 

“No!” yells Max. “No more shooting! I’m getting 
out of here.” 

“Max... Fuck, wait!” I shout. 

Max scrambles for the door. 

“I can’t let you do that, Max.” Percy says. 

Max turns around. 

“You can’t stop me!” He shouts. 

Percy shoots him in the head. Derrick cries. 

“Fuck, Percy. What the fuck?” 1 shout, raising my 
gun up to his face. 

“I can’t go to jail man, I fucking won’t,” Percy says. 

There are tears inside his eyes. I want to pull the trigger 
then and there, but then I hear the fucking sirens. 

“We’re not getting away from this on foot,” 1 tell 

him. 

“We can’t use the autocar,” Percy says. “It’ll be gene 
locked just like the fucking phone.” 

Derrick screams. 

“Shut up,” I shout. 

1 blow his fucking head off. Stupid cunt. 

“Fucking hell,” says Percy. 

“We’ve come too far for witnesses,” 1 reply, 
lowering my gun. “Listen,” 1 say. 

My hands are shaking. 

“Freddie isn’t dead yet. We’ll wake him up and take him 
with us.” 

“What if it’s her car?” Percy replies. 

“Oh fuck, I don’t know. What other fucking options 
do we have?” I snap. 

Percy nods. 

“Alright,” he says. “Alright, cool.” 

“We can still make it out of this alive,” 1 tell him. 
“The cameras went down with the wi-fi, and anyone who 
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can identify us is dead. We’ve just got to get far enough 
away to escape the search and find somewhere to ditch the 
autocar. That last part will be tricky, but... it shouldn’t be 
impossible, right?” 

Percy looks unconvinced, and I don’t blame him. We’re 
hardly fucking hardened criminals. Percy sighs. 

“We don’t have much of a choice now do we?” he 

asks. 

“Nope,” I reply. 

We pick up Fred and bundle him into the autocar. I slap 
him a couple of times in the face. 

“Heavy sleeper,” Percy says. “How do we wake him 

up?” 

I think for a sec. It hits me: 

“Water,” 1 say. “We’ll splash it on his face. That 
always works in the movies, right?” 

Percy nods. He runs back into the store to steal a botde 
of water. The sirens are getting closer. 

“Come on, Percy. Come on,” 1 whisper. 

Percy returns to the car. Unscrews the cap and upends 
the botded water over top of Freddie’s head. He splutters. 
“Wh-wh-where? What’s happening?” he says. 

1 hold the gun to his head. 

“Drive,” I tell him. 

We crowd into the patent leather seats. 

“Where to?” he asks. 

“Start the car,” I order. “Show me how to use the 

GPS.” 

He starts the car. The opening bass line of White Rabbit 
by Jefferson Airplane is playing on the radio. Boomer music, 
just like you’d expect. Typical body snatcher. 

“Okay...” Freddie says, “Okay... so you press the 
touch screen here...” 

The sirens race into the street behind us. 

“Fuck me,” says Percy. “They’re here.” 

There’s a map on the screen. 1 touch a random town on 
the other side of the country. 

“Destination selected,” the autocar says. 
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“So, uh, guys,” Fred asks. “What happened to that 
girl 1 was seeing?” 

The police pile out of their landed speeders, while our 
autocar ascends. 1 look at Percy. 

“We’re not getting out of here now. You know that, 
right?” he asks. 

I don’t say anything. Just look out the front window, 
watch the police reach for their guns, shout at us, and call 
for backup. A couple of them go inside. 

One pill makes you larger _ 

“Once they see those bodies, they’ll be after us.” 
Percy continues. 

“Bodies?” says Fred, “What the fuck did you kids 

do?” 

And one pill makes you small... 

“Shut up,” I tell him, pushing the gun to his temple. 
“And we won’t have to kill you.” 

And the ones that mother givesyou... 

“Fucking wasters,” Fred spits. “I’ll make you pay 
for what you’ve done.” 

Don’t do anything at all 

The cops have seen the bodies now, but our autocar 
is in the air. They clamber back into their speeders. 

“Do you have any idea who I am?” Fred shouts. 

Go ask Alice. 

“I can’t believe 1 shot Max,” says Percy. “We’ve 
been friends since fucking high school.” 

When she’s ten feet tall. 

The police speeders are rising off the ground, their 
angular shapes folding out into compact VTOL helicopters. 
Our autocar hits cruising speed and leaves them in the dust. 
And if you go around, chasing Rabbits... 

“Jesus, will you turn that shit off?” Percy asks. 

I dig the gun into Fred’s temple and he kills the music. 
We’re no longer close enough to hear their sirens, but 1 
know the police will be on us again in a few more seconds. 
Their speeders are much faster than an autocar. The body 
snatcher’s grinning: 
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“I’ll see you punks destroyed for what you’ve 

done.” 

I pull the trigger. His head sprays out across the windows. 
“Holy shit, man. Haven’t we killed enough tonight?” 
Percy asks. 

“We’re fucked anyway,” I reply. “Might as well make 
sure that bastard doesn’t get away.” 

The sirens are coming back. The police speeders close in 
all around us. 

Surrender! We have you surrounded! 

I put the gun to my head. 

“It’s been nice knowing you, Percy,” I say. 

“Nathan, don’t!” 

I pull the trigger. 
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3. THE INTERVENTION 


My school is built across the road from a cemetery, and I 
can’t think of a more fitting metaphor for living here. Every 
day that I’m at school, I feel a piece of myself die. I feel like 
one day, I’ll cross that road, and I’ll be buried there forever. 
I don’t want that for my life. I have to get away. The ads end 
and the television shows the opening credits for Immigration 
Deathmatch : a reality TV show where illegal migrants, mosdy 
European asylum seekers according to Neoleaks, try to win 
a series of dangerous challenges, competing for the right to 
setde in Australia. 

Apparently, all the proceeds go to housing ‘legitimate 
refugees’, whatever that means, and participation is strictly 
voluntary, so it’s all okay according to Australian law. It 
sickens me, but my family loves it. They laugh at the recaps 
from the previous episode: Pierre Despentes, father of four, 
slipping playing hopscotch in a grid of laser trip mines. The 
camera drone zooms in on his face just before he messily 
explodes. We see his resignation; his fear and his regret. 1 get 
up. 1 can’t watch this anymore. 

“Where are you going?” Mum says. 

“I’m going to my room,” I reply. 

“But you’ll miss the Immigration Deathmatch’’ She 

replies. 

I sigh. There’s no sense trying to talk to her about it. 
I’ll get the old talk on freedom and personal responsibility. 
How we need to do things the right way, instead of the 
quick way. How the government can’t protect us from 
ourselves. They’ll talk to me about their parent’s generation. 
About the ‘non-traditionalist millennials’ who had ideas like 
mine. How they died of homelessness and drug addiction in 
the cities, when the government finally managed to remove 
them from the public teat. 

“What if your grandparents had ideas like yours?” 
My mother always said. “Your uncle and 1 would never have 
been born. I’d have never met your father. Never had you 
kids...” 
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And here she’d always start to cry. 

1 never argued with her when she got like that. 1 
could see the fear in her eyes, and I could tell that she was 
worried about me. And in a way, I knew that she was right. 
My family had done pretty well by keeping our heads down, 
sticking to our hometown, and trying not to think about 
the meritocracy. My parents had a big house, full time jobs, 
good food, and clean air, in a time where most people of our 
economic demographic crowded into stinking 1-bedroom 
apartments in the outer suburbs of Melbourne or Sydney, 
dreaming of a mining job on Mars. 

Stanthorpe hadn’t changed too much since the 
start of the century. It was the same sleepy place that it 
had always been, and if it weren’t for the VR goggles you’d 
find in our houses, or the cars and body mods you’d see 
on broadcasts from the major cities on TV, you’d almost 
think you’d travelled back in time. The world outside our 
town had gotten darker since those days. But here, in the 
isolated world of the families that make up our community, 
we’d kept the dream alive. 1 could understand why Mum was 
worried. We had it pretty good. 

“I’m just feeling a litde sick,” 1 reply. 

“You never spend time with us anymore,” Mum 
says. ‘You used to love this show.” 

I groan, but it was true. I’d watched this show for 
years without complaining. It was up to its third season, 
and every year since it started I’d watched it with my family. 
It took a while for me to realize just how gross it is, and 
the start of it was looking at their faces. You’re taught to 
pay attention to their failures, not their faces. We see that 
every day in our society. You see a homeless person on the 
street? You see the bad decisions that made them have to 
live there. And you feel like bad decisions are contagious. 
You think that helping them will hurt you, that parting with 
your money will erode the good decisions you have made, 
and end the things you’re taught to think have kept you over 
them. 

You feel like they deserve it anyway. Why should 
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you have to pay for their mistakes? After all, you’ve always 
had to pay for yours. So you keep your head facing forward 
and your eyes above the road. You pretend not to hear them 
when they call out for your help. You’re looking at their 
failures, not their feelings. 1 felt the same way when I used to 
watch that show. They knew the risks and what they stood 
to lose. The first season was mandatory viewing for anyone 
even thinking of participating. I didn’t see it as immoral, and 
neither did the rest of my community. We just saw it as a 
funny show. It was an extension of everything they’d trained 
us to believe. Everything 1 question now. 

I go to my bedroom, pick up my VR goggles from 
the nightstand and pull out my battered interaction gloves 
from the drawer below. I slide them on one finger at a 
time, and press the power button on the laptop underneath 
the bed. Newer models don’t require this kind of ceremony. 
They’re standalone, single-purchase pieces: just the goggles, 
on their own, studded with tiny cameras that pick up every 
movement of the body. 

My goggles are a relic from the early 2040’s — one 
of the last sets to require an external machine. It’s only 
barely faster than my phone, and I can’t access probably 
75% of the modern v-net on it. But even that is such a 
huge amount of data, and I spend most of my time on the 
darknet anyway: the largely hidden network of unauthorized 
computer servers, blissfully removed from corporate 
control. A lot of it is only text and images, but I prefer the 
3D areas, virtual reality meeting places, just like Facebook or 
Reddit, only lower on the system requirements and removed 
from corporate censorship or government control. 

1 hit the icon for the darknet browser on the 
desktop and navigate my way into my favourite meetspot: 
MarketCORE, one of the biggest VR spaces on the darknet. 
I weave way between the market stalls through crowds of 
shadow people and Al-controlled roving hawkers: 

“Enlarge your penis! Enlarge your penis! Just 100 
Yuan!” a circus performer yells. 

“Hey, buddy! Yeah, you,” says a man in an enormous 
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cowboy hat, popping out from behind a conspicuous 
barrel. “I’m an oil tycoon from the former United States 
of America! My fortune is being held up by our socialist 
government!” 

I keep walking, but the AI is persistent. 

“Sir!” the cowboy yells. 

He gets up, stumbling on the barrel and his spurs. 

“Sir,” he yells. “If you can give me your bank 
account details, I can...” 

I shake my head and keep on walking. 

“My scans reveal your PayPal details have been 
compromised,” a robot dressed like a security guard says, 
stepping out in front of me and putting up a hand to block 
my path. “Your user name and password are required to 
correct the problem.” 

I push it aside. These types of scammers flourish 
on the darknet. You never see them on the v-net anymore, 
but they’re the price you pay for unrestricted information. 

The market stretches off in all directions, with 
hovering signs above each pathway advertising something 
that the market stalls are ‘selling’: the stalls being clever 
links to temporary ftp sites. I’d been down in the Movies 
section last night to download Trashpunk after talking to 
some cyberpunks in the market because I was interested 
in joining their community. But after watching it, 1 feel as 
though I’m pretty sure it’s not the subculture for me. It 
seemed to almost celebrate the twisted world we live in, and 
the protagonist’s rise out of obscurity and into wealth and 
power seemed to me to miss a broader point: that income 
inequality is a problem for society, and not the individuals 
enslaved by it. Anyway, it was just a stupid movie. 1 didn’t 
like it very much. 

Three monos are preaching in the middle of the 
plaza. One is safe, two distribute viruses. You can tell by 
looking at the file paths of the brochures they’re presenting. 
Most people don’t bother though, because the real files 
are usually incomprehensible. Even the script they use 
for general conversation is a little hard to read. But I’m 
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fascinated by the subculture, by their stark aesthetic and 
collective movements. The way they always try to look the 
same, no matter who they are or where they come from in 
the world. 

They’re magical, and sort of strange. They seem 
way bigger than anything else that’s going on in my town 
or country, and definitely more important than the other 
youth subcultures. 1 always grab a file here while I’m visiting. 
Usually it’s just raw text, but sometimes they have videos 
or sounds. I’m pretty sure the monos are connected with 
Neoleaks somehow. The mono preachers usually distribute 
their press releases before anybody else on the darknet. 
Not always, but just enough to make me wonder. They’re 
the biggest mystery of the modern age, but most people 
seem to just ignore them. 1 don’t know. 1 just find them 
fascinating. 

Today, the preacher is giving out a download link 
to the newest album Five by mono minimalist dance artist 
‘MMDA#3271’. 3271 is one of the most famous and 
influential of all the mono dance producers, and I’ve been 
looking forward to their new album for quite some time. A 
lot of the music industry dismisses mono music as being 
bland and repetitive, and it really doesn’t help that they 
distribute most of it on the darknet with no promotional 
material and a bunch of non-descriptive, boring names. But 
if you dive into it and follow blogs and stuff, you’ll notice 
that some of it is actually pretty good. The problem is, like a 
lot of modern music, most of it really is as bad as critics say. 
You’ve got to wade through oceans of computer-generated 
rubbish to find your way into the good stuff. 3271 makes 
some of the best. 

1 download the album, close my eyes, and listen to 
the opening seconds of Five. 1 hear a stuttering, pistol-fire 
drum beat, tiny FM gamer synths and then: a sweeping, 
square-and-sawtooth synthesizer chorus. Analogue, a 
rarity today. It takes my breath away. I open my eyes and 
let the music flow through me as I continue through the 
marketplace, and then 1 hear my mother calling from the 
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hallway. 

“Roy, Roy? Have you taken out the rubbish yet?” 

I take off my VR goggles. 

“What?” I say. 

The music is reduced to a tinny sounding synth line 
streaming from the interior speakers. 

“Have you taken out the rubbish yet?” 

“Not yet,” I sigh. 

“Can you do it now?” 

“Just let me sign out first,” I say. 

I pull the goggles down and sign out from the darknet. 
1 stare at the desktop for a couple of seconds, sigh heavily, 
then take my goggles off. I pull off the gloves and lie them 
down beside me with the goggles on the bed. I get up, and 
slouch towards the door. 

“It’s not about the show, you know,” Mum says. 

I stop, but don’t reply. 

“Roy, I’m worried you’re depressed. You’re up here 
all the time in your room wearing that VR set.” 

1 hear her sitting down on my bed. The springs creak. 

“I remember what it’s like to be a teenager. You’re 
figuring things out. 1 get it,” Mum says. “I know you don’t 
want to spend all your time with your parents on the couch.” 

I look at her. She smiles. 

“But don’t let those goggles keep you from reality. 
You need to go out. Make some friends,” she says. 

“Who am I going to talk to in the fucking granite 
belt?” I reply. 

Mum looks hurt. 

“The kids my age are fucking stupid,” 1 say, and 
look away. “Everybody else is too old for me to talk to. 1 feel 
like I’m going crazy here, and the internet is the only thing 
that keeps me sane.” 

“But won’t be any better for you in the cities,” Mum 
says. “They have gangs and armed police! Just last week a 
couple of kids not too much older than you died trying to 
rob a convenience store in Brisbane. They couldn’t find a 
job. What else could they do?” 
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“Anything, fuck. 1 don’t know,” I reply. 

“We’re safe here,” Mum says. “It might not be 
exciting but it’s safe.” 

She starts to cry. 

“You don’t know...” she sniffs. “How much your 
dad and 1 have sacrificed for you...” 

I feel bad, but I don’t know how to say it. 

“Well,” 1 look away. “Safe isn’t really enough for 

me.” 

“What are you going to do?” She asks. 

“I just want to be a part of something meaningful.” 
1 say. “I feel like we’re just hiding here.” 

“I felt the same when 1 was your age,” Mum says. 
“I wanted to do something different too. But it’s hard out 
there in the city. It was hard back then, and it’s even harder 
now. I don’t want you to turn out like your uncle Keith. You 
remember him?” 

Keith and Mum were twins. They were really close 
when they were kids. She says that she remembers them 
coming up with stories together when they were only four 
years old. Both of them grew up wanting to be writers, 
but only Keith had kept the dream alive into adulthood. 
By all accounts he was really talented. He wrote a kind of 
witty, meta-fictional speculative fiction, inspired mostly by 
a combination of China Mieville and the 2020’s Melbourne 
XSF scene. His best work was a novel-length collection of 
brutal urban fantasies about elves and dwarves living in an 
only vaguely fictionalized dystopia based on the city where 
he lived. 

His work was semi-autobiographical and highly 
meta-fictional, commenting on the state of literature and 
speculative fiction, following his fears surrounding the rise 
of meritocracy, and comparing his career to the work of 
older, more established artists. The disintegrating life of 
Biff, a young Dwarf of ‘truly awesome expectations’ forced 
back down into his social class by the evil Elven Supremacy 
seemed to resonate with a lot of young Australians. But 
as it often was back then, fame didn’t always translate into 
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fortune. Most of the artists of his generation were willing 
to accept that: after all, the same had been the case for the 
millennial artists that inspired them. 

But things were different in the time of the 
millennials. They had a public health and welfare system. 
Work was highly paid and flexible, meaning they could get 
away with spending fewer hours on their day jobs, fewer 
days per week. It wasn’t glamorous, but at least it gave them 
time to gamble on their projects. Some of those gambles 
went on to succeed. The government had taken all of that 
away by the time that Keith had reached adulthood in the 
middle 2040’s, and he saw his horizons shrink as a result. 
Eventually he couldn’t take the stress, and he was far from 
alone. The decade that followed is widely remembered as a 
low-point in our cultural history. We lost a lot of artists in 
those days. 

Mum and Dad didn’t know any of this at the time, 
of course. They thought that uncle Keith was doing well. 
Until one day he hung himself and Mum went through the 
files on his computer. Then everything was brought into the 
light. 1 roll my eyes. 

“Roy,” mum warns. 

“You can’t go around relating everything back to 
Keith,” I say. “Maybe if he’d dealt with it a little longer, he 
would have made it in the end.” 

£l You sound just like he was at your age,” Mum says, 
staring at the wall. “It frightens me, you know?” 

I look down at my feet. 

“Anyway,” Mum says, getting up. “I’ll leave you 

alone.” 

“Mum?” I say. 

She stops. 

“I love you,” 

Her face cracks. 

“Just be careful, okay?” she says. 
She leaves. I shut the door and sit down on my bed. 

“Fuck...” I sigh. 

I stare at the door. 
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“What am I going to do?” 

The rest of the night is pretty uneventful. I take 
out the rubbish, watch a shitty Netflix film, and pass out in 
my headset. I wake up next morning to a cramped neck and 
a finger-print smeared image of my bedroom. 1 slide the 
headset up, pull off my gloves, and drag my body up and to 
my feet. 

“Ugh,” I groan. 

I think I have a headache. I take the headset off and place 
it gendy on the bed. 

“Fuck,” I mutter, and massage my neck. 

I can’t believe I fell asleep like that again. 

One good thing about the older models is they’re 
fucking tanks compared to the newer sets. Those sleek litde 
visors in particular, I would have crushed them in my sleep. 
Part of me wonders if they’re made that way on purpose. 
1 go down into the kitchen, and already Mum has made 
my breakfast. Toast and orange juice, with eggs from our 
neighbour down the road. 

“Good morning,” Mum says. “I was just about to 
come and wake you up.” 

I slide my way into the table. Mum hands me a plate of 
eggs. 

“What time is it?” 1 ask. 

“Almost eight,” Mum says. 

I groan. 

“Rough night?” Mum says. 

“Feel asleep in my fucking set again,” I reply. 

Mum laughs. 1 take a fork of eggs. 

“Dad already out?” 

“Yeah,” Mum says. “Fie left at 6 this morning. lie’s 
helping clear the trees on Sasha’s farm.” 

“Cool.” I say. 

I play with my food. 

“Any big plans for today?” Mum says. 

“Nah,” 1 say, but actually I sort of do. 

There’s this group at school I’m pretty sure are 
monos. I want to try and talk to them. We have to wear 
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a uniform at school, so they aren’t allowed to wear the 
proper outfit, but they have the other mannerisms. They sit 
together. They eat together. They match their movements 
where they can. It’s always really subtle, but you can see it if 
you know what to look out for. Honestly, 1 think they move 
that way on purpose. Monos are mysterious, but they want 
to be seen. They just want the right kind of attention. 

“Did you finish your homework?” Mum asks. 

I swallow. 

“Yes, course,” I say. 

‘You didn’t do it... wrong again?” she asks, 
narrowing her eyes. 

“No,” I sigh. “1 didn’t do it wrong.” 

“Good,” she says. “I don’t want to get another call 
from the school,” 

“No, mum.” 

I know better than to try anything like that again, but 
honesdy, the whole thing still annoys me. 

The class was English. We’d been asked to do an 
imaginative response to several issues stemming from the 
birth of the gated internet in the early 2020’s. 1 chose A 
Pirate’s World .: write a small piece of dystopian fiction set 
in a world where data retention and the crackdown on 
anonymity had never happened, and imagine the state of 
culture in Australia and the world. 

Of course the other students came up with 
alternate futures where there were no artists because none 
of them could afford to eat, (like that hadn’t been a thing 
that happened anyway,) or with terrorists and criminals as 
the greater part of our society, causing everything to grind 
towards a halt. But 1 came up with something different. 1 
designed a better world. 

My story began in a literary dystopia baring a 
remarkable resemblance to the present day. A few aspects 
were slightly exaggerated: all artistic material must be sent 
to government censors for approval when it’s done, and 
artists who fail to meet an increasingly complicated set of 
ideological requirements have their bank accounts revoked 
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and are left to die on the streets. I drop in several overt 
references to Orwell’s 1984, leading the average reader to 
imply that it’s some kind of socialist regime, though there 
isn’t any other evidence that it differs from our regular 
society. Then I frame it as a book my protagonist is reading, 
living in a vibrant, heavily socialised Australia where artists 
are supported by the government, profit is communal, and 
culture is distributed freely for the betterment of everyone 
in our society. 

The protagonist says he’s glad that the governments 
of the past had chosen to end their war on piracy, and 
protect the free transfer of information on the internet 
that it represents, and had moved away from the harmful 
economic policies that made its author write a book about 
their fears about the future of Australia. The book is called 
The Republic of Australia and my protagonist is pleased that 
it’s a work of fiction. 

Well, not only did 1 fail - the teacher’s comments 
were ‘this isn’t really a dystopia,’ and ‘you’ve described a 
world where the absence of data retention and copyright 
law is a good thing’, followed by a long rant about the dangers 
of terrorism and our ‘natural rights’ to property and self- 
defence — but 1 was pulled out of the class and sent to the 
principal’s office, where I was forced to watch a two-hour 
film on radicalization, and grilled on whether or not I was 
involved with local ‘economic terror’ groups, mosdy Unity, 
even though everybody knows they’re only present in the 
north. 

The principal said that that she was shocked at 
my ‘unaustralian conduct’, that 1 used to be ‘one of the 
good ones’. She said she’d had to talk the teacher out of 
contacting the federal police, and 1 believed her too. There 
was panic in her eyes. I kept my mouth shut after that, and 
just agreed with everything she said. I’d heard stories 
about kids like me. Pulled out of school for questioning 
the status quo then taken away by government agents in the 
dead of night. I didn’t think they’d care about a kid from 
Stanthorpe, but I knew that I was wrong when 1 looked into 
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her eyes. Of course they’d care. They care about everything. 
And a small problem early on can easily turn into a bigger 
problem later. I had to keep a lower profile. 1 had to keep 
my issues to myself. 

I finish my eggs and get up from the table, pushing 
the chair back along the floorboards. Mum is finished too. I 
pick up our plates and take them to the kitchen. 

“Thanks,” Mum says. 

I put the dishes in the sink, grab the cloth, and turn on 
the tap. 

“Oh,” Mum says. 

She follows me. 

“And Dad’s got the car, so you’ll have to walk to 
school,” she says 

“I was going to set out early anyway,” I tell her. 

“Really?” She narrows her eyes. “That doesn’t 
sound like you.” 

“Well,” I shrug. “I could use the exercise.” 

I turn off the taps and put the plates beside the sink. 

I wanted to try and sit with the monos at lunch 
today, but I wanted to observe them first. The thing is, the 
group’s been growing. When it started there was only two 
of them, now there’s been two more. It’s how I didn’t notice 
them at first. They were just a pair of kids, hanging out 
in a distant corner of the school. It was only later when 
1 realized they were matching movements. Or I thought I 
realized they were matching movements. 1 guess I’m not 
really even sure they’re monos after all. 1 just feel like they 
could be. Like that makes a lot of sense. I walk back up the 
stairs towards my bedroom, get dressed, and sling my bag 
over my shoulder. Maybe I’m just going crazy? I want so 
bad for there to be someone to talk to about all the stuff 
that’s going on inside my head. Mum doesn’t get it. She’s too 
afraid. My dad... he’s never here. And 1 know what would 
happen if I tried to bring it up with anybody else at school. 
I might not survive the experience. I need to know if they’re 
the way I think they are. I want to join them if 1 can. 

I walk down Johnson into Harris and turn at Marsh 
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Street by the school. It takes me 10 minutes, maybe more. 
When I was young, it used to feel like it was longer. The 
entire town felt bigger then. Now I’ve been to every building, 
seen it all a million times, and none of it has changed since 
1 was a kid. Even the mountains, which used to seem so 
distant and intimidating, have vanished under the weight 
of exploration, repetition. Now they seem so small that I 
could crush them underfoot. I miss the mystery. I miss the 
exploration. I wish that something ever happened here. 

1 arrive at school, wave at a couple of my friends, 
and trudge towards the oval, to the spot I know the kids 
1 think are monos sit. As 1 approach I feel my heart beat 
louder in my chest. I feel the rush of exploration coming 
back again. And as 1 put my hand above my eyes to shield 
them from the sun I think I see something there I shouldn’t, 
and I squint, but it doesn’t go away. There are five shapes 
beneath the mono’s tree, I’m positive. There were only four 
of them before. 

Cautiously, I cross the oval. The newcomer is 
blonde and looks intimidated. He’s watching the others 
closely, eyes darting anxiously between the others in the 
group — trying to imitate the way their lips move while 
they’re talking. Trying to synchronize his laughter and his 
breaths. He’s more or less succeeding but he’s stressing out 
about it. It’s obvious that it isn’t second nature yet, and it has 
to be, for them to let him join the group. The others seem 
to trust that he’ll get through it though. The others look 
relaxed. 

People think that monos always act collectively, 
because that’s just what they always do when they’re 
around observers. But when you get them on their own, 
you’ll find out that they’re very different. They’ll still try to 
mirror eachother — part of why they work the way they do 
is because it really does become their second nature — but 
they’re much more casual about it. They talk independently, 
and communicate in gestures. It’s like a performance piece 
for them. They’re never really all the same. They just pretend 
to be to freak you out. And my heart beats even faster once 
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1 realize that that’s exactly what they’re doing. These are 
monos. In Stanthorpe! And they’re chilling out right now, I 
can join them if I want to. I can be a part of this! 

One of them makes a subde gesture to the others 
as they see me walk towards them. The other nods with 
their eyes, not with their head. 1 see the latest mono panic, 
and I turn away. Not now. They’ll just ignore me, and feed 
me litde snippets of their mono conversation script. 1 don’t 
have time to turn that into progress yet. 1 didn’t even know 
I’d have to learn. I reach into my pocket for my phone. I 
sign into the net, access my home computer, and download 
mono-conversation.txt. 1 know that it’s legit, I’ve checked 
it up against several videos of monos talking in the wild. 1 
just have to make sure that I can memorize it. The bell 
rings. I fumble and drop my phone into the grass. As I’m 
reaching down to pick it up, I look over my shoulder at 
the monos. They’re packing up their things into their school 
bags. They communicate in gesture briefly, then break away 
in unison to go their separate ways across the oval. I find my 
phone, pick it up, and walk towards my morning class. 

“You’re late,” the teacher says. 

‘Yes sir,” 1 mutter. “Sorry sir.” 

I used to get upset about this sort of thing. This 
transparent process of individuality negation where the 
rules only apply to students, never teachers. Mr. Thompson 
is late all the time, but he never gets in trouble for it. The 
one time I pointed that out, politely even, 1 got detention 
for a week. And they’ve already got me pegged as a potential 
radical. 1 can’t afford to let them know how deep it goes. 

“Just sit down,” Thompson says. “We’re learning 
about the history of the self-protection act.” 

I start to roll my eyes, but I catch myself before I 
do. 1 nod, smile thinly, and sit down at my designated seat. 
The computer in my desk comes to life as 1 sit down at 
my table. It’s decorated with a moving image offering visual 
accompaniment to my teacher’s lecture. 

“As we know,” Thompson continues. “The 
Republic of Australia is designed to encourage individual 
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choice and fiscal responsibility. The former gun laws of 
the previous monarchy of Australia,” his voice contains a 
subde mocking tone. “Took away from our responsibility, 
denying us the right to self-defence! People had to wait for 
the government,” he almost spits the word, “to intervene 
on violent crimes, robbing them of their agency and 
contributing to a culture of dependence. Dependence on 
the crown, dependence on the state. We weren’t allowed to 
stand up for ourselves!” 

Ironically, I wasn’t free to tell him that his argument 
was open to debate. That the murder rate had skyrocketed 
since we ended the laws that limited gun ownership in 
Australia. That even though there were countries out there 
with higher rates of guns than ours and lower rates of 
crime, they were also universally socialized economies. 1 
wasn’t free to tell him how much violence had decreased in 
America since the revolution or how the right to bear arms 
was utterly trivial in the face of all the other rights we’d 
surrendered when we started the republic. 

The right to freedom of education and critical 
speech, the right to not go bankrupt over surgery or 
losing work, or go outside without the risk of accidental 
death from drones or laser fire. We had open violence in 
the streets: worse than the height of income inequality in 
America, or the civil wars that followed in the wake of 
Europe’s crippling depression. We didn’t learn from their 
mistakes. We carried on the same approach to neoliberal 
capitalism that destroyed the western world, thinking it 
would somehow turn out different in Australia. 1 guess we 
felt like we were special here: an infinitely wealthy island 
nation, removed not just in distance from America and 
Europe, but from their consequences too. Somehow we felt 
like we could make the same mistakes that they did, more 
forcefully, without the consequences that had fractured 
Europe and America. 

The republic didn’t mark the start of that, but it 
was definitely the beginning of the end for our society. Now 
the clock is counting down and there’s nothing we can do to 
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stop it. Counting down until the end. 

“So,” the teacher says. 1 look up. “Tell me, how does 
Australia’s right to bear arms fall in line with the other rights 
conferred to man by nature, as described in Two Treatises of 
Nature, by John Locke?” 

This time I can’t help but roll my eyes. I press the 
correct answer on the screen. The button goes green and 
the console dings. Achievement Unlocked! the display 
says. Classy Clicker: Click over 100 correct answers in 
response to in-class spot exams. Streamers and confetti 
rain down from the top of my display. I hear an error noise 
from the desk behind me, and I turn around to try and trace 
the source. 

“Liu Farran,” the teacher says. There’s a rumbling 
sound as everyone in the classroom turns around to look at 
him. “The correct answer is D: gun ownership represents 
an expression of what Locke would call our natural right to 
self-defence. Or do you have another answer you’d like to 
share with the class?” 

Liu Farran crosses his arms and stares at Mr. Thompson. 

“Grumpy, hey Farran?” Thompson jokes. 

1 join the nervous laughter from the other students. 

“No,” Farran says. “The test is wrong.” 

Don’t do it, please, don’t do it. 

“Really?” the teacher raises an eyebrow. “You 
disagree that Locke would guarantee the right to self- 
defence?” 

“I don’t give a shit about Locke,” Farran says. “My 
cousin died the other night.” 

Flis console tweets. Swearing warning: three strikes and 
he’s out. The laughter ebbs away into uneasy silence. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, Du.” the teacher says. “Do 
you know how he died?” 

“I know how he fucking died.” Farran says. The 
console tweets again. “Fie was killed by the police.” 

“Watch your language, Farran.” The teacher says. 
“You’ll be automatically suspended.” 

Farran glowers. 
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“No, not killed by the police,” he mutters. “He 
killed himself after the police chased him.” 

“Why were the police chasing him?” somebody 

asks. 

He turns around to look at them. 

“Because he killed some people in a robbery.” 

Thompson goes pale. 

“Ah... I don’t really feel like this is an appropriate 
topic for the classroom,” he says. 

Farran laughs. 

“Isn’t it?” he asks. “Really? Are you sure?” 

The class descends into uneasy chattering. The teacher 
folds his arms. He’s torn between discomfit and concern. 

“Because my cousin only killed those guys because 
he had rob the store. He was forced to rob the store... 
because he needed money, and he couldn’t get a job to get 
it.” 

Farran drums his fingers on the desk. 

“When interpreted as a right to hold guns and 
other lethal equipment, our so-called right to self-defence 
only locks us into patterns of escalating violence. My cousin 
was forced to carry a weapon to defend himself because 
his robbery was threatened by the possibility of armed 
defenders. From the people behind the counter themselves, 
the police, or anybody coming inside from the street.” 

The teacher goes to speak, but Farran shoots him a look. 
He gulps and looks away. 

“The thing is, all of that’s only required because 
people like my cousin feel the need to carry guns in the first 
place. The reason that they carry guns is because they know 
they have to, due to the possibility of lethal intervention. Do 
you see what I’m driving towards here? Guns don’t just give 
us the right to self-defence, they also mean that everybody 
needs to have a gun to defend themselves. It makes an arms 
race. Constant escalation.” 

He stops drumming his fingers on the table. He looks a 
little calmer. 

“So no, 1 don’t believe that Locke would say our 
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natural right to self-defence is strong enough to justify the 
situation that we have today,” he finishes. 

“But the syllabus says,” the teacher stammers 

weakly. 

“I don’t give a fuck about the syllabus!” Farran 
yells, and tears well in his eyes. 

An alarm goes off on his console. A force field comes 
down from the ceiling, trapping Farran in his seat. 

Please wait, his console says. You will be delivered to the 
principal’s office. 

Farran bashes his fists against the force field, wracked by 
impotent grief and rage. 1 turn away and look down at my 
lap. Fuck, Farran. Look at what they’ve done to you. 

Four drones equipped for heavy lifting fly in 
through the classroom door and pick up Farran by the 
bottom of his seat. He is carried, kicking and screaming, 
away. We sit in silence for a while. The teacher clears his 
throat. 

“Well,” Thompson says. “Shall we get back to the 

lesson?” 

We’re not going to talk about it of course, because we 
never do. 1 listen to the rest of his lecture, ticking off the 
correct answers as they appear. Eventually the bell rings. 

1 find a quiet spot underneath the trees near Harris 
Street to look over my phone and memorize the mono 
conversation script. The words slide away from the screen 
and I can’t seem to concentrate on anything. I can’t stop 
thinking about Liu Farran. 1 didn’t know him very well, but 
1 knew that he was smart, and the word is, his cousin’s even 
smarter. Or at least he was, 1 guess, before he killed himself 
after the robbery. I’m disturbed by the sound of turbine 
engines: an autocar, landing on the street. Instinctively, 1 
hide behind the nearest tree and wait, as a jet black flying 
wedge descends beside the school. 

The car is dark and iridescent, made from the same 
material as a policeman’s suit of armour. An unseen door 
slides up on the side and a man in a dark suit steps out. He 
scans the horizon briefly, removing an electronic cigarette 
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from the pocket of his jacket. He smiles and turns to me. 

“Do you want a smoke?” he asks. 

I don’t say anything in reply. 

“My eyes are augmented.” The strange man says. “I 
can see your body crouched behind that tree.” 

My heart is thudding in my chest. 

“I know you can hear me. I can see your heart,” the 
man says. “It’s been beating faster since 1 started talking.” 

I step out from behind the tree. 

“That’s the way,” The man smiles. “You’re Roy 
Abbruzzese, right?” 

I shake my head. 1 don’t know who he is, but something 
tells me I don’t want him to find out who I am. 

“I already know who you are, Roy,” The man says. 
“You don’t need to be afraid of me.” 

Shit, he can read my mind as well? 

“As useful as that would be, no, 1 really can’t.” The 
man says. “Not yet anyway. But the AI chip inside my head 
lets me aggregate and collate the information we have on 
you so fast that the end result is exactly the same.” 

Shit, he’s a government agent. 

“Shit, I’m a government agent.” The man says. 

I gape. 

“Look, 1 can cut the bullshit with you, right?” the 
agent asks, and he doesn’t wait for me to answer. “I’m not 
here for you today and if you play nice, I won’t have to be. 
You’re a smart kid. This doesn’t have to be the way it ends.” 

Liu. He’s taking Liu away! 

‘Yes, I’m taking Du away,” the agent says. “In a 
few moments I will carry him to an ASIO facility where we 
will experiment on him and use him for our own devices. 
There is new technology that we’re working on and we need 
living human subjects for our tests. At the end of these 
experiments one of two things will happen. One, he will die 
on the operating table and we will say he killed Dmself in 
therapy. Two, the operation will be successful, and we will 
use Dm as a sleeper agent in pursuit of our own ends. Do 
you have any questions?” 
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Why are you telling me all of this? The man smiles. 

“Speak, use your people words,” he says. 

What’s the point if you can understand the things I’m 
thinking? 

The man pulls a pistol out from his right holster. It’s a 
classic looking ray gun, sleek and clean. His face darkens. 

“Because if you don’t then 1 will shoot you where 
you stand,” he points the gun at me. “I am being serious.” 

Shit, shit, shit. 

“Shit, shit, shit!” he laughs. 

He bites down hard on the cigarette between his teeth, 
and presses lighdy on the trigger. The gun is pointed at my 
head. 

“What the fuck do you want me to say?” I stammer. 

The man laughs. 

“You can follow orders. Good. I knew that we were 
right about you.” 

He puts the gun away. Wait, what? 

“Don’t torture yourself about it,” the agent says. 
“We know everything. We know more about you then you 
do, to be honest.” 

“I thought you said you didn’t come for me?” I ask. 

“What if 1 told you that I came for both of you at 
once?” The agent says. 

I think about running but then in the same second 1 
realize that he realizes I’m thinking about running. 

“Fuck,” I say. 

The agent grins. 

“Relax,” he says. “You’re so tense!” 

I feel my shoulders slack a litde bit. 

“This will be good for you, I promise,” the agent 
says. “I used to be a whiny pinko faggot too.” 

The principal arrives, with Liu Farran in tow. 

“Now, 1 know you don’t really need to see this 
anymore,” the agent says. ‘You’re on my side, and anyway, 
it’s just cliche by now.” 

The principal frowns. She goes to say something, but the 
agent shushes her and carries on. Farran struggles in her 
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arms. 

“But the thing is, it’s required for my part in your 
story. It’s required because even if you know I’m serious in 
abstract, you don’t really know how serious I am until you 
see it going down in front of you. That’s how you know I 
really am a villain. That I really am as scary as I’m meant to 
be.” 

“Aren’t you from the hospital?” the principal says. 

The agent holds his smoke between his teeth, reaches 
casually into his pocket, and pulls out a grenade. He flicks 
it underhand and it bursts beneath their feet. The principal 
realizes she can’t move, and her eyes widen in fear. 

“Now, the standard issue gun for government 
agents is the H&K auto-tracking laser pistol, the ALP-36. 
It’s a good, clean weapon. I showed you that before. But 
when you really want to make a demonstration, you need to 
use a more impressive gun.” 

He reaches into his left holster and pulls out a bulky- 
looking pistol. It’s black, with an elongated body and a 
trumpet-shaped protrusion at the head. He holds it up for 
me to see. 

“Bloodbox Razor, the auto-tracking Flechette pistol 
colloquially referred to as the lacerator,” the agent explains. 
“They’re a Sydney company, a boutique arms dealer that 
designs special weapons for discerning clientele. They’re 
banned in countries outside of Australia for this novel re- 
appropriation of traditional projectile technology.” 

The principal shuts her eyes, then opens them, then shuts 
them again. She can’t move her mouth to call for help. 

“Modern guns are very good at killing people. 
They’re perfect, in fact,” the agent says. “Once we sorted 
out the kinks with our auto-targeting technology, the only 
thing left to do was make the process more efficient. The 
problem with efficiency — it’s usually a little less dramatic.” 

He points the gun at the principal and Farran. Shit. 

“Look man, you’ve made your point. Just take me 
and let them get away,” 1 say. 

The agent smiles. 
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“We’ve got all these weapons out there that do 
their best to maximize efficiency,” he says. “Do their best 
to minimize the pain. A modern laser pistol burns through 
all your vital organs in one hit. You even don’t feel anything 
because your death is instantaneous. Bloodbox saw the 
market for a more visceral kill. They’ve sacrificed a tiny bit 
of that efficiency, for a more dramatic death.” 

“For fuck’s sake!” I yell. “Let them go!” 

But I don’t move. 

“Please! Just let them go.” 

“This gun fires a cloud of razor sharp, AI targeted 
nano-machines. The nano-machines wedge themselves 
inside key points of a human body. Once there, they 
multiply exponentially. And tear the body up.” 

I can’t decide whether to run towards the principal 
and Farran and try to get them out of the way, or make 
a dive towards the agent and attempt to fight him. And 1 
know that either way he knows the choice that I’m about 
to make, and he’s planned something to prevent it. I look 
between them frantically, not knowing what to do. 

“Now, it only works against un-armoured targets. 
For soldiers, you’ll have to use a laser gun,” the agent says. 

Suddenly, 1 realize. There’s nothing 1 can do. I put my 
hands over my ears and slump down on the ground. The 
agent raises his voice. 

“So in effect, it’s only good against civilian targets,” 
the agent shouts. “That’s what makes it useful for our 
needs.” 

I close my eyes and cover my ears up even tighter. 

“Now, Roy. I know you aren’t going to watch this, 
but thankfully the demonstration doesn’t require you to 
watch. 1 know it’s hard to think about but one day you will 
genuinely appreciate firing this weapon. 1 know it isn’t very 
nice to say, but 1 actually have half a chub right now, and 
there’s a good chance I’m going to bust one out as soon as 
1 get back to my room at the base. It took a few years for 
me to really start enjoying it. But there’s something intimate 
about opening other people up. Something sexual about 
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the clouds of bone and gore this weapon can create. I’m 
not sure if it’s because I’ve gotten so detached from other 
people, or if I’ve always gotten off on death and blood. 
Maybe everybody does and it’s only other people that keep 
us from admitting it, even to ourselves? Anyway, I’m tired of 
punishing myself for it. It’s pretty harmless when compared 
to everything else an agent has to do. Who are you to judge 
the ways that I get off? Who am I to judge myself?” 

I want it to be boring here again. I want it all to go 
away. But I can’t run, I can’t hide, I can’t do anything to stop 
it now. 

“Sometimes 1 think I’m fucking awful. But I’m a 
person, just like you. The trouble is, my character demands 
a certain kind of amorality. And it’s not just my love for it 
that chains me. It’s not just my dedication to the cause. It’s 
the guilt and shame and all the shit I’ve fucking done to get 
here. The other agents understand it, but no one outside 
does. And you could say I chose it. True, 1 could have took 
a bullet when they found me. 1 could escape at any time and 
have them kill me. But in the end I’m too much of a fucking 
coward. I’m terrified of death. And using other people as 
a means to an end doesn’t scare me quite as much as that. 
And anyway, the end is good! It’s the same as a utopia, just 
that this one’s more achievable! The people with the power 
want to make it happen!” 

On and on he goes about his power and his 
principles. My fear gives way to anger and revulsion. 1 keep 
my eyes shut and wonder how a boy who used to be the way 
that he described could ever end up turning into somebody 
like him. 1 know that whatever happens here I won’t end up 
like that. 1 won’t do whatever he did that made him become 
a monster. 

“Guess what, son,” the agent says. “You already 

have.” 

He pulls the trigger. 

There’s a split-second sound like a hurricane of 
buzz-saws, and my face is covered with something wet and 
warm that 1 don’t have to see to know is blood. Farran and 
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the principal are dead. 

“You’re fucking sick,” 1 mutter, wiping the gore 
from my eyes. 

“I’m a realist, and I’m positive that you’re the 
same,” the agent says. 

I hear him walking over to me. He pulls me roughly to 
my feet. I spit at him. He lets me go and walks away. 

“Wait,” 1 say. “Where are you going?” 

“To kill all of your friends,” the agent says. 

“What friends?” I ask. 

“The monos,” he replies. 

“What,” I splutter. “Why?” 

“Because the lesson isn’t over yet,” the agent says. 

I throw my hands up in the air. 

“What... possible lesson could you have me take 
from all of this?” 1 ask. “That the government is cruel and 
murders indiscriminately? I know all that already!” 

“I know,” the agent smiles, and his face shimmers 
and turns into Farran’s. “That’s one of the reasons why I’m 
here.” 

The agent jogs away. 1 follow him, but 1 can’t 
keep up. Somehow I think we both knew that 1 couldn’t. 
1 collapse in the grass, doubled over in grief and pain. 
Then 1 hear the gunshots, those thunderclaps and whirring 
blades. And 1 hear my classmates scream. In a moment I 
know everything that’s about to happen next. The police 
will report this as a school shooting: Farran, driven by grief, 
broke out of the principal’s office and went on a rampage, 
killing himself afterwards. They’ll find whatever’s left of his 
body somewhere on the scene. 

The government will release a statement. It will 
mention his recent turn towards radical politics, and 
connection with the teenagers from the Brisbane robbery. 
It will urge restraint and solidarity in these trying times. The 
statement will be parroted by press. The agent will escape, 
and all the evidence of his being here will disappear, except 
for my report. Then he’ll leave me so that he can watch me 
figure out what I want to do. 


70 


For We Are Young and Free 


If I choose to tell everybody what I saw, maybe 
1 will meet another witness. Maybe we’ll expose the truth 
about the government. Either that or it would just be me 
alone. The media would denigrate me as a crackpot. They 
would say the things 1 saw go against everything we know 
of modern government. That there’s no way any of this 
could happen in Australia. Then one day, ingeniously and 
organically, they would snuff me out. Or maybe they’d just 
let me die alone. Either way, the truth would never surface. 
They’ve got the facts and done the math. They know there’s 
no way I can win. 

I laugh over the sound of my friends screaming. 
1 laugh over the thumping of the lacerator. 1 laugh at the 
human children torn apart in the worst way that modern 
science can imagine. 1 laugh because he knows that I’d be 
laughing. They’d been watching me since I was born — no, 
more than that — they’d watched my mother too. Everything 
that was, was on the internet, and everything on the internet 
was sent to them. There was never any doubt about my 
feelings or intentions. They knew that they would break me 
in the end. 

Eventually, the shooting stops. 1 wait for the agent 
to resurface from the school. He sees me, smiles, and ushers 
me towards his car. I get inside. The air is cold and stale, 
like the air inside a crypt. The agent gets in beside me and 
the door slides shut behind him. The interior lights come 
on. He wipes the blood away from Farran’s face as the car 
begins to ascend. Farran’s face shimmers. The agent’s face 
returns. 

“You’ve made the right decision Roy,” he grins and 
shakes my hand. “Welcome to the government!” 

The country disappears below the autocar, and for the 
first time in my life 1 realize that I’m where I’m meant to be. 
Yes, I’m exacdy where I’m meant to be... 
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4. THERE ARE TWO TYPES OF 
PEOPLE 


(@MCENT) Melbourne Central AR Chat Log 
(Public Channel) 14:52 -15:20 (AEST) 03.10.69. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : Dark Inside from 2032. That was 
the first time I remember really being bothered by my 
gaming. 

@TheAceofSpace2005: Dark InsideW :DD 

@Billy_Brixton591 : It was the first of the actual 
murder simulators, and one of the earliest games available 
exclusively on the v-net. That was a bigger deal back then. 
Goggles were just peripherals for consoles and computers, 
and a VR-only internet was seen as super niche. We had no 
idea how big it would become. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 :1 bought an access key for that 
when 1 was 10 years old. It basically became my childhood. 
My parents would have killed me if they knew, haha. :P 

@Billy_Brixton591 : Dark Inside pitted you against your 
friends to see who would survive the longest as a serial killer 
in a realistic setting. You had to elude the cops, pick the 
right sorts of targets, clean up your crime scenes, and hide 
all the bodies. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Clean-up was the woooorst. :( 
1 always rigged the ovens so I didn’t have to deal with all 
the mess. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : 1 played it for a bit because my 
friends were playing at the time. We couldn’t really play 
together, but we’d read the news about each-other’s exploits 
in its newspapers and magazines. One of my friends figured 
out you’d even get on television if you kept a murder streak 
for long enough. The competition kept us playing for a 
while. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Not that arson made it any 
harder for the cops to track me down :P 

@Billy_Brixton591 : But eventually it began to get 
to me. The game was fucking sick. It wasn’t anything like 
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Hitman, for example. The lack of context outside of the 
killings made it feel like something else. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : lol 

@Billy_Brixton591 : You’d walk down empty streets in 
first person, always after dark. No music, just the ambient 
sounds of the city. Your footsteps would echo on the 
pavement, and the wind... you could almost feel it blowing 
on your face. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : If you play the new one with a 
brain controller chip, you actually can. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : When you found someone, you 
had to follow them: stay hidden while you tracked them 
to their home. All of them had different personalities, 
different tags for courage or bravado. Some would call you 
out, tell you that they knew that you were there and try to 
get you out to fight them. Others would just look over their 
shoulder. You could look at them and tell they were afraid. 
Either way your goal would be the same. Follow them. Try 
to stay unseen. 

@TheAceofSpace2005: The multiplayer mode in 
number 3 was even better. You could choose between a 
killer or a victim and the game would randomly assign an 
NPC or a player as your opposite. You never knew which 
one you would be facing, which was tricky. Other players 
had a lot of subtle ways to fuck you up. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : When 1 was a kid playing retro 
games like Grand Theft Auto: Career or Half Life 3, they’d 
always give you reasons for the violence. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Grand Theft Auto always sucked. 

@Billy_Brixton591: You could shoot your team, or the 
people on the street, but the game wouldn’t reward you for 
it. It was understood as fantasy, even in the context of the 
world. And you always had a reason for the people that you 
killed. They were trying to fight you, trying to arrest you, 
trying to take over the world... 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : It never even got a proper 
dismemberment engine :( 

@Billy_Brixton591 : In Dark Inside, killing was the 
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focus of the game. You won points for ending the lives 
of random people. And the better you did, the higher you 
scored. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : You could get really elaborate 
kills as well. 1 made a molotov and threw it at a dude so that 
he’d run towards his shower, while hiding in the roof above 
it with a toaster attached to an extension cord. 1 dropped 
the toaster, knocked him out, and saw him burn and fry to 
death at once. It was funny, but a little gross. I got a load of 
points for that one. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : One time I was on a perfect run, 
following this woman back into her house. I’d smashed a car 
windscreen before I saw her so I had a pretty decent murder 
weapon, and she hadn’t seen me yet. Then I see she lives in 
an apartment. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 ; Fuck 

@Billy_Brixton591: Apartments could be tricky thanks 
to intercoms. You couldn’t go in with the victim or they’d 
see you. Trying the buzzer was risky too. So I was casing 
the place, trying to find a way in, then lucky me, someone 
ordered pizza. The delivery guy goes to the door, presses 
the button for the intercom, and the victim answers. She 
buzzes him up. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Lucky break! 

@Billy_Brixton591 : So 1 go over to the delivery guy 
and stab him in the neck. He’s down before he even figures 
out what’s happening. I hide him in the stairwell and change 
into his clothes. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : But you lost your murder 
weapon? 

@Billy_Brixton591: Didn’t think I’d need it. I knew the 
victim was a friendly type so 1 figure I can get in there with 
a minimum of fuss. Ask to use her bathroom or something. 
Then it was just a matter of finding a way to kill her quietly. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Yeah, friendly NPCS were 
really stupid in the first one. I’m glad they made them 
tougher in the second. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : So 1 climb the stairs up and she 
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greets me. 1 hand her the pizza and she hands me the money. 
And I start to ask her if she’ll let me in. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Haha, yeah? 

@BiUy_Brixton591 : And then 1 realize what I’m doing. 
What I’m really fucking doing. See, I’ve gotten pretty good at 
this: this process of stalking, hunting, profiling my victims. 
Pretty much the skills I’d need to be an RL murderer. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Seems like a long bow to draw. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : And 1 look at her smiling, 
3D-rendered face and I think of all the people like her in 
the world 

@TheAceofSpace2005 ; I’m not sure how happy anyone 
would be with being told that they were like an NPC... 

@Billy_Brixton591 : And then 1 just couldn’t go 
through with it. 1 walked down the stairs, left the building, 
then stood outside and watched the stars. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 ; That’s lame. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : 1 knew 1 wasn’t really hurting 
anyone. It wasn’t like the VR made that any different. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : It’s almost unbelievable that 
the tech was controversial in the 20’s! 

@Billy_Brixton591 : But the simulation was so perfect, 
1 felt like I was doing something wrong. 

@TheAceofSpace2005 ; It wasn’t perfect. You couldn’t 
even kill the dogs. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : Wtf? Why would you try to kill 
the dogs? 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Because it’s just a game? 

@Billy_Brixton591 : Is it really though? 

@TheAceofSpace2005 : Yeah, of course. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : Even if we feel as though we’re 
doing something wrong? 

@TheAceofSpace2005 ; 1 didn’t feel like 1 was doing 
something wrong. 

@Billy_Brixton591 : Either way, 1 never played again. 
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5. I’M THE HERO 


1 got 100% of the achievements in Zombie City, 
Global Sandbox, and Urban Survivalist. I’ve trained with over a 
thousand varieties of military equipment: from Martian heat 
rays, to military auto lasers, and everything else in between. 
I’ve talked down suicidal terrorists in Negotiator!, eluded 
deadly robots as a Uondon Runner, and hid from hungry 
spirits in The Swarm. I’ve got the skills and experience I need 
to survive... after I catch my breath for a minute, shit_ 

Running away from dogs at least is fucking scary when 
you’re outside of the sims. But 1 knew where to go, and 
what 1 had to do when I got there. I’ve got some armour 
and a sonic submachine gun, and more importantly, I’ve 
got a plan. I stop by the train station on Bourbong Street, 
fortified with sandbags and barbed wire fences. A single 
guard armed with what looks like an old-fashioned projectile 
smartgun leans against the billboard. He smokes a hand- 
rolled cigarette, looks me up and down, and smirks. 

It’s a wonder Unity got this far with such antiquated 
equipment. But I’m told that the government underestimated 
the threat. They’re consolidating their forces just north of 
the Sunshine Coast, hoping to stop the fighting before it 
reaches Brisbane and the tourist beaches. Good, 1 hope 
they win. These guys are just like the bandits from Tallout 
Apocalypse. They need the NCR to come and set them 
straight. 

“Hey kid,” the Unity guy says. “Where did you get 
all of that police equipment?” 

You left the station locked without a guard. Where do 
you think I got it from, genius? 

“Oh, uh...” 

Think fast. 

“It’s my dad’s,” I say. “I borrowed it to play.” 

“And the gun?” says the soldier, narrowing his eyes. 

I shrug. 

“I made it on the printer at home.” 

1 look him in the eyes and try to stop myself from 
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shaking. 

“It doesn’t fire. Want to have a look?” 

It’s a gamble, like in Global Sandbox when you threaten 
more established countries to increase your foreign aid. 
Confidence is always key. 1 hold my weapon out to him and 
smile. Thankfully, the soldier shakes his head. 

“Not very responsible, letting your kid play with a 
sonic gun,” the guard says, shaking his head. “Even if it is 
fake.” 

“Dad’s drunk a lot of the time,” I reply. 

The soldier laughs. 

“I like you kid, you’re pretty cool,” he finishes 
his smoke. “Word of advice though? Keep that sort of 
thing in your own backyard. Not out here in the city. The 
occupation’s making everyone on edge.” 

He crushes the cigarette beneath his army boots. 

“I know it sucks, but it’s just until we get the local 
government up and running again,” he explains. 

“Yeah, I understand,” 1 say. 

Understand that you’re a fucking waster. 

“I’m pretty sure it was illegal even before the 
occupation,” the soldier adds. “Going out like that 1 mean, 
impersonating a policeman. I don’t care myself, but just be 
careful, okay? Other guys might not be so accommodating.” 

1 nod. 

“Sorry. I didn’t think it was a problem,” I mumble. 

“It shouldn’t be,” the soldier says. “But revolution 
is a tricky time.” 

Revolution. The word makes my heart skip a beat. 

“You don’t intend to stop at Brisbane?” 1 ask him. 

“We’ll fight our way to Canberra if we can,” he 

shrugs. 

Another soldier emerges from the station. He waves at 
the one in front of me. 

“Listen kid I gotta go,” the solider says, nodding 
back. “They’re changing up the guard. Stay out of trouble 
though, yeah?” 

“Alright,” I say. 


78 


For We Are Young and Free 


The soldier walks away. 

I dart across the street and crouch behind a line 
of abandoned road cars. 1 hide behind the graffiti-covered, 
sun-bleached orange wall around the car park of the Matilda 
Hotel, blackened and abandoned from the fire several years 
ago. 1 hear a peel of laughter coming from the station 
behind me. Nervously, 1 lift my sonic gun and peer through 
the sights around the corner, down the road. The way is 
clear. 1 move along. 

The nerve of these guys, coming here from Freeland 
with guns out, acting like they own the place. They made 
a messy example of a couple of patriots who tried to fight 
back and now everyone is waiting in their houses, too afraid 
to move. Everyone but me, of course: I’m the hero. I pass 
the park across the road from the Burnett Mary Regional 
Group building, pausing briefly to look up at corpses of 
patriots and government officials hanging from the palms. 
Our self-proclaimed dictators called them ‘secret police’ and 
‘corporate agitators’, but I know the truth: Unity are like 
the bullies back at Bundy High, beating up on anyone who 
threatens them, or the punks from Zombie City. 

But I’m not intimidated, because 1 know exactly how 
to deal with them. I cross the park to the side wall of the 
regional council building, locked and barricaded with its 
windows smashed. Red spray-paint is scrawled across the 
bricks, like something from a game, Why did you abandon 
us? it says. Unity took Bundaberg so fast the government 
had no time to react. We can’t rely on them for everything. 
Even the republic anthem tells us that. In times like these, 
it’s up to us to fight! 

1 peak around the corner down the street. I’ve 
got it all planned out. They’re holed up in the old Post 
Office building, but they aren’t expecting any trouble. Their 
rear door is guarded by a single guard and, as long as I’m 
quiet and careful, it shouldn’t be too hard to take him out. 
This next part will be the riskiest. 1 need to cross the street 
without the sniper in the tower seeing me. 1 can get to the 
traffic island well enough if 1 stay prone, but I’ll still need 


79 


Maddison Stoff 


to make a final dash across the road to hide in the alcove by 
the Telstra building. I’ve simulated it a dozen times. 

It’s about a fifty-fifty chance the sniper will see me 
when I’m running, higher at night, and higher again if I 
go prone. And all of that depends on him not seeing the 
sunlight glinting from my binoculars in the first place, when 
1 pull them out to check which way he’s looking. I take a 
breath to steel myself, then lay down flat against footpath. I 
crawl across the road. 

This too is harder than 1 thought it would be, 
especially with the added awkwardness of my only mostly- 
empty school bag. 1 have to stop sometimes to catch my 
breath, and my arms are fucking killing. 1 reach the traffic 
island, unzip my bag, and look through the binoculars. The 
sniper’s looking out in my direction, but he isn’t looking 
through his scope. He’s resting his gun against his knee, 
talking to somebody else and grinning. He nods a couple of 
times. 

Shit, I’ve got to go, before he picks back up his gun. 
1 steel myself again, and take a deep breath. 1 run across 
the road, expect to hear the gunshot that’ll end my life. But 
miraculously, the bullet never comes. 1 look up at the clock 
tower and see nothing. 1 put the binoculars back inside my 
bag, catch my breath, and look again: 1 see a flash of sunlight 
reflecting off the sniper’s scope, pointing down across my 
head at Bourbong Street. Holy fuck that was close. Things 
should be simpler from here. 

1 hide my bag in the garden, sneak up the ramp 
to the dental centre, then down the concrete stairs. 1 press 
myself against the wall of the post office and wait, listening 
for footsteps. Clomp, clo?np, clomp. Here they are. 1 set my gun 
to single fire and dial it down to the lowest setting. I wait 
until 1 hear the guard has walked around the corner, then I 
sneak up behind him, and fire. 

Thump! The soft, sonic blast dizzies him for a 
second. He looks around, uncertain what he’s doing. 1 bash 
him over the head with the butt of my gun and he crumples 
to the floor in a heap. 1 sneak across the carpet towards the 
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sloping antique steps. 

“Hold it,” someone says. 

I turn around. Three soldiers are aiming their smartguns 
at my head. I briefly consider turning my gun up to its 
maximum setting and blasting all three of them in an 
expanded shockwave, but the gun would sound like a 
thunderclap, drawing every soldier in a five kilometre radius 
and besides, they’d definitely shoot me if I reached for my 
pistol. I drop the gun and raise my hands, slowly. 

“You got me,” 1 say, and grin. 

“What the fuck did you think that you were 
gonna do?” one of the soldiers says, picking up the sonic 
submachine gun. He examines it. 

“It’s real,” he says incredulously. “And armed.” 

He shakes his head. The solider beside him frowns and 
holds out her hand for the pistol. 

“Shit, Pete. You’re right,” she says, playing with 
the dials. “Lachlan —“ she nods towards the other solider. 
‘You’re gonna have to cuff him.” 

“He’s just a fucking kid, Amy,” he replies. 

“A kid with a bloody submachine gun,” Pete says. 
“He could have got one of us killed.” 

“I know, 1 know.” Lachlan says, and pulls the 
handcuffs from his jacket. “It just feels so fucked up, you 
know? All this death and fighting...” 

He clicks them into place around my wrists. 

“Sorry, kid.” 

What are these guys on? 

“What are we going to do with him?” Pete asks. 

“I don’t know.” Amy says. “Put him in the camp 
with all the others? I’m just glad he didn’t kill anyone.” 

“He beat up Jack a bit,” Pete replies. 

“Jack’s a dickhead anyway.” Amy says. 

She crouches down to talk to me at eye-level. 

“What were you planning, kid?” she asks. 

I can’t take this anymore. 

“I’m not a kid. I’m fourteen-and-a-half years old!” 

1 shout. 
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Lachlan laughs. 

“I thought he was closer to 12,” he says. 

Amy looks amused. 

“Where are your parents?” she asks. 

“They’re back at home, too scared to move.” 1 tell 
her. “I wanted to do something about it.” 

“They must be worried sick,” says Amy. 

She reaches out to touch my hair. 1 squirm and get away. 

“Feisty little thing,” says Lachlan. 

“He reminds me of me at that age,” replies Pete. 

“I’m nothing like any of you,” I spit. “I’m a patriot.” 

“Oh, you’re a patriot, are you?” says Pete. “Tell us 
all about it.” 

“We’re patriots too,” replies Amy. “We just didn’t 
like the way that things were going here.” 

“Dad calls you a disorganized rabble. He says there’s 
a right way and a wrong way to make a change,” I recite. “A 
true patriot trusts her country, and lets her opinion be heard 
in the polling booths.” 

“It’s a litde late for that,” says Amy. 

She looks sad. 

“You’re too young to understand,” Pete says. 

“Oh, I understand completely,” I reply. 

Lachlan rubs his chin. 

“So what are we going to do with him?” he asks. 

“Take him to the camp and see if we can find his 
parents,” Amy offers. 

“Don’t hurt them!” I shout. 

“Relax, we’re not going to hurt them.” Pete says. 
“We don’t hurt people just because they disagree with us. 
We’re not the bloody government.” 

“But what about the people in the park?” 1 say. 

“They were... bad,” says Amy. “I wish I could 
explain it all to you, but that would take a lot of time, and 
we don’t have a lot of that right now. Can you tell us how to 
get in touch with your parents?” 

“No.” I say. 

I cross my arms. 
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“Fair enough,” Amy sighs. “This is gonna take a 

while.” 

Outside, I hear the roar of engines, gunfire, and the 
sound of people shouting. 

“Aw, shit, what now?” says Pete. 

“Sounds like military swarmer drones.” Lachlan 

says. 

“Great, just great,” replies Amy. “Lachlan? Get him 
out of here.” 

Lachlan nods. 

“Pete? You’re with me,” she says. “Let’s go people. 
Give ‘em hell!” 

Pete and Amy run outside. Lachlan looks at me. 

“Are you going to walk, or will I have to drag you?” 

he asks. 

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” 1 say. 

Lachlan shrugs. 

“Suit yourself,” he says, and reaches for me. 

“Don’t touch me,” I shout. 

He puts up his hands. 

“Are you going to come on your own then?” he 

asks. 

I say nothing. 

“Kid, it’s not safe here,” he continues. 

I put my hands inside my pockets. 

“Come on,” he says. 

He smiles and pushes me surprisingly tenderly towards 
the door. 1 co-operate, for now. I don’t really have a choice. 

We pass through the mailroom to the car park 
where a mining truck is parked across the spaces. It’s 
custom-painted green and gold, decorated with hammer 
and sickle flags and an angry-looking boxing kangaroo 
with a smartgun and an eye-patch. A slogan across the side 
reads: Set our country free! 1 briefly consider making a 
dash towards the river, before remembering the sniper in 
the tower. They know where 1 am, and they can take me out 
at any second. 

Lachlan presses a button on his keychain. The 
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truck unhooks it’s engines and floats a couple of meters 
into the air. Cool, a flying car! I’ve never seen one in real life 
before. Sure, I’ve driven plenty in the sims. But flying cars 
are so expensive, and mosdy useless outside of the bigger 
cities. We don’t have the traffic or the skyscrapers to justify 
the expense. The closest you ever get to seeing one are old 
self-driving road cars, and even then, most people here 
would rather drive themselves around than put their trust in 
a machine... 

“Look out!” shouts Lachlan, and shoves me out of 

the way. 

A government drone fires its mini-laser, searing 
the post behind where I was standing. What? Why are they 
targeting civilians? Lachlan blows it apart with his smartgun, 
and two more tear around the corner. 

“Shit,” says Lachlan. 

I stare at him in wonder. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” he shouts. “Get in the 
fucking van!” 

He fires again in what looks like a blind sweep. The 
targeting computer in his rifle guides his bullets to the 
drones, tearing them to pieces. 

1 scramble to my feet and open the door to the 
cab. Lachlan follows, firing in bursts. Four drones 
whizz around the corner. He blows them to pieces. 

“Fuck, fuck,” he says, clambering in beside me. 

He taps the screen of his navigator system. Eight drones 
appear around the corner. 

“They keep coming,” I whisper. 

“They’re swarmers,” Lachlan says. “That’s what 
swarmers do.” 

The van lifts into the air. Lachlan’s fingers move across 
the buttons on the dash. 

“What are you doing?” I ask him. 

“Counter-measures,” Lachlan says. “Going to 
confuse their sensors.” 

There’s a sound of jolting electricity. The interior lights 
inside the truck go out for a second, then the system resets. 
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The drones swarm around eachother in confusion, then 
break apart and fly away. The truck lifts into the air. 

“Jesus christ,” says Lachlan, then he turns to me. 
“This is why we need to get you out of here.” 

I watch the car park growing smaller through the 
viewscreen of the flying van, then look out towards the 
shops on Bourbong Street. I watch the bursts of small- 
arms fire and laser beams traded between panicked soldiers 
and packs of roving drones. A poorly targeted laser beam 
decapitates the statue of the soldier on the roundabout. The 
shops around are crumbling from battle, and small fires are 
breaking out up and down the street. 

“I don’t understand why they’re targeting civilians,” 

1 say. 

“It’s because we’re winning,” Lachlan replies. “They 
assume any local near us is a traitor. Usually they are.” 

“They think I’m a traitor?” I ask. 

“They don’t give a shit about Queensland, but 
especially not the rural areas,” Lachlan replies. “By the time 
we reach a city, most of the people there are already on our 
side. That’s how we’ve swelled our ranks so quickly.. 

The truck lands and the doors slide open. Lachlan and 
1 get out. 

“But Dad says...” 1 begin. 

Lachlan sighs. 

“You can never convince everyone,” he says. “Especially 
not the ones who were doing well enough before the civil 
war. That’s how it got this bad to begin with... Well, one of 
the reasons.” 

We’re outside of the Playhouse Theatre. Mum and 
I came here once to see the Book of Mormon. Now it’s 
barricaded at the windows, with a solider standing guard 
outside the door. 

“Yo Lacky,” The solider says. “Who’s the kid?” 

“This is...” Lachlan smiles. ‘You know, we never 
thought to ask his name.” 

“Rajesh,” I reply. “You can call me Raj for short.” 

“We caught him sneaking into the GPO with a 


85 


Maddison Stoff 


sonic gun,” Lachlan says. “We’re putting him with all the 
others until we’ve found his parents.” 

“Can’t we just ask him where they are?” the other 
soldier asks. 

1 look down at the cement. 

“He doesn’t trust us yet,” Lachlan says. 

“One of those,” The soldier grunts. “Alright, come 
on in. You sure he won’t be trouble?” 

“We took his gun away, but we haven’t searched 
him yet. Other than that, 1 reckon he’ll be fine. Would have 
been more trouble on the street.” 

They usher me inside and up the stairs and we cross 
the bar into the auditorium. All the lights in here are on, 
presumably to aid in visibility for the gunman that I’m sure 
is waiting in the lighting box. All the other entrances are 
blocked, meaning this could be the only proper exit. They’re 
smarter than they look, at least. This is a properly fortified 
base. 

“What was he trying to accomplish?” the other 
solider asks. 

“Dunno,” says Lachlan. “The swarmers came in 
before we could give him a proper debriefing.” 

“That’s concerning,” says the other 
solider. “They came in faster than before.” 

“I know,” says Lachlan. “We might have to move 
along sooner than we thought.” 

We climb up onto the stage. 

“They’re going to get you, you know.” I tell them. 
“The good guys always win.” 

The other solider laughs. 

“This kid’s a fucking riot,” he says. 

“He’s just confused, I think,” replies Lachlan. “He 
seemed to be affected by the drones.” 

“I’m right here, you know,” 1 tell them. “Don’t 
speculate as if you were behind my back.” 

The soldiers laugh. We arrive at the back room. 

“Alright Baz,” Lachlan says. “I’ll leave him in your 

care.” 
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Barry nods. 

“Where are you off to?” he replies. 

“Gonna go back to Bourbong Street and have a 
look for Amy. Maybe I can help her with the drones. I’ll be 
back soon.” 

“Take care of yourself,” Barry says and kisses 
Lachlan on the mouth. 

“I’ll be back before you know it,” Lachlan says. 

They hold hands, and stare into each-other’s eyes for a 
minute. 

“See you soon,” Barry says. 

Lachlan exits. Barry turns to me. 

“What are you gawking at?” he asks. 

“Uh, nothing,” I mumble. “Nothing at all.” 

“Good,” he says. He gestures a set of double doors. 
“I’ll be out there if you need anything. Make yourself at 
home.” 

“Make myself... at home?” 

He walks away. 

I look around the room at the grimy bodies of 
the other prisoners, their faces dim and gaunt from lack of 
hope. If anything I’d seen so far had shaken my resolve — 
the government drones, or the unexpected thoughtfulness 
of my captors — this scene of human misery, like the 
captured former space-marines waiting in gibbering fear in 
the Tsycheian slaughterhouses in Space Crusader 2, brings me 
back into the world again. If there’s anything that 1 can 
do to save them, to bring them back to the Australia that I 
know, that these wasters took from us, I know that I can do 
it. I just have to be brave, and smart, and strong, just like my 
character in Zombie City. 

I look around. The side exit is blocked off by a pile 
of boxes. There’s another soldier standing out the back. 1 
start to sweat, suddenly feeling uncomfortably restrained. 
Have they covered all the exits? Is there really no way out? 
In the sims there will always be another exit. But this isn’t 
the sims, this is real life. They might have figured it all out. 
They might have really trapped me here. Oh fuck, oh fuck. 
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What the fuck am I gonna have to do? Think Rajesh, think! 

Somebody taps me on the shoulder. It takes 
everything I have to stop myself from crying out. I turn 
around. 

“Sorry,” a girl says. “I didn’t mean to starde you.” 

She’s about my age, give or take a year, with matted 
blonde hair and a bruise around one eye. She smiles sadly. 

“How did you get that?” I ask. 

She looks away. I feel the anger welling up inside me. 

“One of the rebels?” I demand. 

“It’s nothing,” she says. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” 1 answer. 

I have to get her out of here. 

“It’s just,” she starts. “I know how hard it is to lose 
your family.” 

“Oh, I haven’t," I begin. 

She stops me with a look. 

“Yeah,” I say. “It is.” 

They took her away from her family? 

“Anyway,” she says. “If you need anything, I’ll be 
over here.” 

She gestures to a sleeping bag near a pile of old suitcases. 
It’s pink, decorated with smiling characters from Hannabelle, 
The Happiest Koala. It makes me sad to look at it. 1 remember 
that one episode where Hannabelle, dealing with a holdup in 
her checkout caused by a customer on food stamps trying to 
buy a non-essential item, uses one of her adventure stories 
to explain to the customer the virtues of doing things the 
right way, instead of taking short-cuts. It involved her alter- 
ego, Lady Hannabelle, being sent to slay a dragon who was 
stealing magic carrots from a village full of unicorns. The 
dragon said that she was only doing it to feed her cubs, 
so Hannabelle took pity on her and led her back into the 
village. 

After she explained herself, the unicorns agreed to let 
the dragon till their fields forever in exchange for enough 
carrots to feed herself and all her kids. The dragon is 
chained between a set of iron poles buried deep into the 
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ground, and everybody celebrates. The customer, misty- 
eyed and sad about the choices she has made, takes her 
tampons back to the shelves and buys the cheapest, softest 
rags that she can find. She begs Hannabelle, and the viewers, 
for forgiveness. It was a lovely story, from a time when 
everything still worked the way that it was meant to. Even 
the memory feels like a relic from another age. I wonder 
what Hannabelle would make of all of this? 

“Okay,” I say. “Thanks.” 

The girl smiles and walks away. 

Think Rajesh, think. How do we get out of this? 
There’s got to be a changing room or something. Maybe 
there’s another exit out through there? I look around to see 
that nobody is watching, then edge my body back towards 
the stage. I feel the wood and scratchy fabric of the curtain 
touch my back. 1 turn around, then clamber up and under 
it. I cross the stage and find a set of stairs. 1 go down. The 
stairs creak. 1 listen out to see if anyone has heard me. 1 
hear nothing but the muted buzz of conversations from the 
other room. Cautiously, I continue on. 

There’s a door at the bottom of the steps, and a long 
hallway leading off to what 1 assume are changing rooms 
along the side. The steps to the other side of the stage are 
at the end of the hall. Rifle racks, presumably for storing 
smartguns, have been placed along the other side, blocking 
off the doorway to the orchestra pit. 1 make a mental note 
of them for later. Everything is quiet. 1 sneak towards the 
closest changing room and peer around the door, seeing 
crates of food and ammunition. I move towards the second 
one. It’s filled with more of the same. It’s weird that all of 
this is here without a guard, but you know how these guys 
are: leaners, not lifters, cutting corners because it’s the only 
way they know how to survive. 

I feel my confidence returning. 1 push the door by 
the stairs softly, and it opens, and wonderfully, miraculously, 
there’s light at the other side. I hear a bird sing and see blue 
skies. I turn around and creep back up the stairs towards 
the girl. She’s playing a game on a non-VR smartphone. She 
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looks at me and smiles. 1 gesture at her to be quiet. 

“Come with me,” I whisper. 

She looks confused. 

“Come with me,” I whisper, louder. 

I grab her by the hand. 

“What the fuck,” she hisses. 

Language unbecoming for a lady! 

“I’m trying to get you out of here,” I whisper. 

1 look around, but nobody is watching us. Her hysteria 
isn’t attracting too much attention, not yet. 

“What?” Her eyes go wide. 

I put my finger to her lips. 

“Shh. You’ll have to learn to trust me.” 

She knocks my hand away. 

“What do you think is going on here? 1 don’t want 
to escape!” 

Stockholm syndrome. 1 look at her with pity. 

“Don’t give me that look,” she says. “We’re refugees, 
not prisoners. We don’t have anywhere else to go.” 

“What about the guards?” I ask. 

“They’re here to make sure no one tries to hurt us,” 
she replies. 

“But your face...” 1 say. 

“I fought back when ASIO came to take my dad 
away,” she replies. 

“So you’re not in any danger?” 1 ask. 

“I’d join them if they let me have a gun,” she says. 

“But I thought you needed help,” I say. 

“I wasn’t the one having a visible breakdown just 
after arriving here. I was trying to be nice!” she shouts. 

I look around again, notice some of the other prisoners 
looking at us. She’s going to blow my cover! 

“Listen,” 1 say through gritted teeth. “Do you want 
to get out of here or not?” 

“No,” she says, and folds her arms. 

I sigh. Obviously she’s too far gone. I feel sorry for 
her, but 1 can’t let her jeopardize my mission. She’s a lost 
cause, a hidden threat. Like the other bum you try to save in 
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homeless simulator Urban Survivalist, taking him to hospital 
only to have him try and roll you later. 1 can’t let her do 
that to me. 1 can’t let the wasters win. 1 raise my hands in a 
gesture of surrender. 

“Alright,” I say. “I’ll just be on my way.” 

“Creep,” she spits. 

I move back towards the stage, and look around, but 
nobody is watching. The girl has returned to her game. The 
time is right to strike! 

I dart behind the curtain and down the stairs. I grab 
a smartgun, turn it on, and toggle on the silencer. 1 sling it 
over my shoulder, and push my way out through the door. 

“Hey!” somebody says. 

It’s Barry, smoking by the door into the green room. 

“You could have asked me if you wanted to —“ 

He sees my weapon and the smile falls from his face. 

“What are you...” 

I raise my gun. He reaches for his weapon, and 1 fire. 
Thunk-ka-thunk-ka-thunk! He collapses on the ground. 

I watch Barry gasping for air, blood pouring from 
the bullet holes that lacerate his limbs and chest. It takes my 
breath away. 1 don’t feel like the hero anymore, I feel like 
fucking shit. What... what the fuck have I done? 

1 hear the sounds of people laughing, walking 
down the gravel path towards the theatre from the street. I 
raise my gun, and realize that I’m crying. I see them now: it’s 
Lachlan, Pete and Amy. I see them look at me then look at 
Barry’s corpse. 

“Oh Jesus, what the fuck,” Lachlan says. 

1 fire the weapon in a blind and panicked sweep. The 
smartgun selects its targets: arms, hearts, lungs, and legs, 
and the soldiers collapse in a messy heap on the footpath. 1 
run. 1 run. What else could 1 do? 

1 run until my legs are burning and my eyes are 
blind with sweat. 1 throw the gun away and fall down in 
somebody’s garden, looking up towards the clear, blue sky. 
1 breathe fast, and deep, and try to catch my breath. Did I 
really kill those soldiers? Yes, I’m a murderer. What the fuck 
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have 1 done? 

1 replay the events of the day in my mind. 1 
remember leaving the house and looting the police station. 
Grabbing the gun and the armour. I chose the gun I chose 
so I wouldn’t have to be the cause of any deaths. The 
armour was just for my protection. All of that is fine so 
far, just fine. 1 met the soldier, at the station, didn’t hurt 
him, and I snuck along the street. I wanted to capture their 
leader. I wanted to do it so that Mum would stop her crying 
and Dad would stop pacing around the house and muttering 
about his business. What would happen to his business? 

The business he’d fought hard for when he came 
into the country, that he’d only gotten in the first place 
because of Australia, because of capitalism, because of all 
the things the rebels stood against. And what would happen 
to us if he wasn’t around to support us? If they took him, 
or they took his work away? And they told me not to go 
out, they did, they said I’d mess it up — no, they said it was 
too dangerous — that I was young and just a kid and 1 felt 
as though I had to prove them wrong. So I went out and I 
tried to make it right for them and I tried make it right for 
everyone and 1 fucked it up, I fucked the whole thing up. 
But where did 1 go wrong? 

I should have listened to the soldiers. 1 should have 
listened my parents. I should have listened to anyone who 
tried to tell me what was happening. I’ve fucked it all up, and 
now I’ve killed four people. And the soldiers will come and 
take me away, and take my mum away, and my dad away, and 
my sister, and my little brother, and the Wolfhound, and the 
house, and everything. There’s no coming back from this. 
Oh fuck, oh fuck. What the fuck have I done? 

1 hear the droning sound of an approaching 
airplane, and look up to see an Australian Air Force 
Suborbital Bomber swooping down below the clouds. 1 
used them all the time in Global Sandbox. The bottom of the 
bomber slides open to reveal a line of egg-shaped gamma- 
fusion cluster bombs, secured in place by the iron bar of the 
driver rail. The bombs will bathe the entire town in lethal 


92 


For We Are Young and Free 


radiation while keeping all the buildings in the area intact. 
1 remember them from the end of story mode in Xombie 
City. It feels surreal to see one here. The rail releases and the 
bombs fall, in slow motion, from the bottom of the jet. I 
close my eyes. 

I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m a child and I was wrong. I’m a 
child and I was so completely wrong. 


93 



For We Are Young and Free 

6. LOOKING FOR WORK 


“So, tell us a little bit about yourself,” the first 
businessman says. 

They leer at me like sharks circling a swimmer pulled into 
the ocean by a rip. One of them even licks his lips. I recoil 
inside the family VR headset, and try to pull my grimace 
back into a smile. 

“Uh, Marty La-Prince, 19 years old from Stafford, 
Brisbane.” The businessmen nod approvingly. 

“What made you apply to work with us today?” 
their leader asks. 

There aren’t a lot of jobs in Brisbane. I’ve tried 
getting into baking, roofing, cooking, cleaning, even 
telemarketing for the fucking bikies, but nobody is giving 
me a start. There’s just too many better applicants: kids 
who grew up working in their mummy’s store, or straight-A 
students with robot arms purchased on their daddy’s credit 
card. I’d be the first to admit that I’m a pretty average 
person, but Mum’s getting sick of keeping me at home, 
and I’m getting sick of crappy pot and being pulled out of 
my porn-sims so Dad can waste another pay slip playing 
Cardmasters online. 

“Uh,” 1 start, then pause. 

It’d be easier if I could say: 

“Well, I don’t really, it’s just that jobs are hard to 
find and I want some fucking money,” but that answer never 
flies. 

“Take your time,” the boss remarks. 

Usually it’s not this hard to lie about it. You can just be 
like, 1 love your books, or I dig your clothes. I’ve always 
been a passionate supporter of alcohol and smoking 
paraphernalia, but this job is the bottom of the barrel. 

“Well, your company represents, ah, the leading 
innovators in, urn, living client debt-release technology,” 1 
begin. “I think that everyone should pay their share, and, 
uh, I’d like to get a start in that, uh, with your company, I 
mean.” 
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The sharks nod at me approvingly. 

I guess they’re not the bottom of the barrel as far as 
the reclamation industry’s concerned. Justice International 
never kill anyone, not intentionally at least, and they only 
service high-end companies whose clients keep their bio¬ 
parts on ice. Cheaper augments don’t have that security, 
and reclaiming them can get a litde bloody, especially since 
there’s usually nothing to replace them with. But that’s why 
1 applied to this one first. 

“Good,” the lead shark says. “But you wouldn’t have any 
scruples about, ah, doing what might be required of you, 
just in case something goes wrong?” 

Justice gigs can still get pretty messy if someone decides 
they don’t want to give up their augmentations. The 
replacement parts become important to your livelihood. 
You’ll need them to keep your job, which keeps a roof over 
your head, and stops your kids from dying in the street. 

“No scruples,” 1 reply. “I’m happy to do whatever’s 
necessary to secure the product from the customer. I’m just 
more comfortable with the, ah, respect for human life that 
your approach supposes.” 

The sharks chatter amongst themselves. 

“Hm...” the lead one says. “Where do you see yourself 
in five years’ time?” 

1 hate this fucking question. If I’m still employed and 
living in a five person, two-bedroom shareflat, I’ll be doing 
pretty well. 

“Honestly, I’m just looking for reliable work with a 
company whose values match my own,” I say. 

He looks a little unconvinced at this one. 

“And, uh, the advancement opportunities that 
your company provides could see me doing, ah, even more 
than that, and maybe even managing an office of my own 
someday?” 

The shark smiles. Phew, 1 think he bought it. 

“Well, I think we’ve heard enough,” he says. 

Wait, seriously? 

‘You seem like just the sort of applicant we want 
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for this position.” 

Is he serious right now? 

“You got the job,” the shark says. 

Holy shit... 

“Ah,” 1 say. 

Holy shit... 

“Thank you,” I say, and smile. “Thank you!” 

The shark grins. 

“Now, your opening salary is $5 per hour, plus 
commission for bloodless retrievals, and we’ll have you 
working 45 hours a week,” he says. 

“Great,” I say. “That sounds great.” 

‘You’ll need the proper augmentations, a uniform, 
and a company-approved sidearm. The company provides 
you with a car. If you can’t afford the augmentations and 
other equipment required for the role, the company can 
lend you the money for just a small amount of interest every 
week. We will garnish this directly from your salary, so don’t 
worry about managing repayments. Would you be interested 
in this service?” 

“Urn...” 

1 have three dollars in my wallet and about one-twenty 
in the bank. 1 think that’s enough for the uniforms, but... 
okay, I’d better take it. 

‘Yeah,” I say. “That’ll be fine.” 

“Excellent,” says the shark. “Other than that, 
it’s just a matter of recording your verbal acceptance to a 
number of standard new-hire clauses. You’ve never worked 
a job before, is this correct?” 

‘Yes,” I say. 

“Good. No potential dramas with conflicting 
agreements with other companies then. Do you consent 
to the installation of detection hardware for intoxicating 
substances to ensure that you remain alert at your job and 
able to respond in case we need you for an unexpected 
shift?” 

Ah shit, they want to my chip my heart. At least 
the blood monitors are trivial to hack. I’ll look it up on the 
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darknet later on tonight. 

“Yeah, that’ll be okay,” I say. 

“And you agree not to work in the industry for five 
years after a potential quit or termination, unless another 
role is offered at our company?” 

I almost scoff. 

‘Yes,” I reply. 

As if I’d even want to work for any of the others. 

“And you agree to post about our company’s 
accepting you on social media, follow and friend our 
promotional accounts, and set your workplace options to 
represent our company and your position?” 

“Uh... yeah.” 

That one felt a little weird. 

“And you agree to the use of your likeness in our 
advertising or other materials, as the company deems fit?” 

‘Yes,” 

I’m used to that one. 

“And you agree that all posts you make should be 
visible to our promotional accounts, and that any posts you 
make that damage or demean our company will result in 
your immediate termination, and legislative action on your 
person where appropriate?” 

“Uh... yes?” 

I’ve come too far to back down now. 

“Okay,” the shark extends a hand. “Welcome to 
justice International.” 

I shake it. 

“Nice, firm handshake,” the shark says, even though 
that information isn’t being recorded by my low-grade VR 
headset. The other businessmen chatter in agreement. 

“We’ll send you through your timetable in a couple 
of hours,” the boss says. 

He closes the link. 

I take off my headset and stare up from the futon 
at the empty light fitting and cracked paint running from the 
wall to the celling. Daylight filters in from underneath the 
heavy curtains, illuminating our decrepit studio apartment, 
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with the thirty-year old games consoles and the shitty 3D 
television, the dusty books and bluerays in the bookshelf on 
the side. I grin. 

I can’t believe it. I can’t believe I found a job! 
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7. HOSPITAL TOWER 


Breaking news: Unity soldiers attack the city of 
Bundaberg... 

1 shouldn’t call them soldiers. It gives the wrong 
impression. 

Breaking news: Unity terrorists attack the city of 
Bundaberg... 

This one isn’t very catchy or mysterious. It won’t draw a 
lot of people in. 

Breaking news: Terrorist attack in Northern 
Queensland. 

There, that’ll hook them. Then I’ll reel them in with the 
opening sentence: 

Unity forces have detonated a series of improvised 
nuclear devices in the Northern Queensland city of 
Bundaberg, just a few hours south of the border to 
the Freeland special economic zone. Reports say 
that, despite the government’s repeated attempts at 
negotiation, the terrorists killed everyone in the city 
before evacuations were allowed to occur, in a large 
scale radioactive bombing authorities called a cowardly 
attack by the socialist extremists... 

Wait, isn’t that a run-on sentence? 1 read the paragraph 
over again, trying not to think too much about the nightmare 
that it represents. My job is so fucked up sometimes. 

Unity forces have detonated a series of improvised 
nuclear devices in the Northern Queensland city of 
Bundaberg, just a few hours south of the border to 
the Freeland special economic zone. Reports say 
that, despite the government’s repeated attempts 
at negotiation and an ongoing plan for Bundaberg’s 
evacuation, the terrorists killed everyone in a large 
scale radioactive bombing authorities have described 
as ‘a cowardly attack’ by the socialist extremists. 

What is happening to our country? 1 remove the VR 
headset, lay it down on top of my desk, and stare out 
the window from my cubical in the Fairfax-Newscorp 
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Melbourne offices. It’s not much of a view, looking out 
towards the painted walls and rounded windows of the 
much larger Buzzfeed Media tower. Years ago, both Fairfax 
and Newscorp had buildings to themselves. Now we’re 
wedged together halfway up an anonymous inner-city 
skyscraper we share with all the other zombie company 
holdouts from the old-world, clinging to the only product 
we provide that people aren’t allowed to buy from someone 
else. People call our building ‘hospital tower’, because we’re 
all on life-support. 1 wonder which will be the next of us 
to go? 

I pick up my coffee cup and take a sip, but I taste 
nothing. 1 frown, turn the cup over and look inside. It’s 
empty and the vestiges of brown milk are smeared around 
the bottom. 1 get up and pour myself another. It’s crazy 
how casual we’re being about all of this. My high school 
boyfriend was from Bundaberg. But I guess it’s par-the- 
course for all the stories we’ve been hearing in Australia 
lately: the aerial sky-chase and suicide following the robbery 
in Brisbane, the school shooting in Stanthorpe, the tensions 
between Queensland and Freeland breaking out in open 
civil war. 

It felt like we expected something dreadful was 
about to happen, as a sign of things to come. Now we’re 
watching and reporting on it: that final, irrefutable symbol 
of the slow burning disintegration of everything we’ve 
taken for granted for almost a century now. When Europe 
fell apart, they said it wouldn’t happen in America. When 
America fell, we said it wouldn’t happen here. Now of 
course it’s our turn, and of course we’re not surprised. 
Nothing left to do but document the end. Maybe they can 
learn from it in China, or on Mars? 1 remove the coffee 
from the boiler in the break room, and pour myself another 
cup, with a dash of milk and three sugars, just the way 1 like 
it. 

“You should really cut down on the sugar,” the 
boss says, taking a drag from his electronic cigarette. “It’s 
bad for you.” 
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“You should cut down on the cigarettes,” I reply. 

“What, this?” he frowns and holds it up. “It’s only 
nicotine and water vapour.” 

“Cause nicotine addiction’s really good for you?” I 

ask. 

“Hey,” the boss smiles. “It’s how 1 keep my lean 
physique.” 

I laugh along politely. 

“We still on for dinner tomorrow night?” the boss 
says, taking his cup of black coffee from the counter near 
the microwave. 

He sips and puts it back. 

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” 1 say, trying to 
hold back my disgust. 

He touches me on my arm, and it takes everything I have 
to look him in the eyes and not to flinch away. 

“I’m looking forward to getting to know you 
more... intimately,” he says, and looks me up and down. 

Of course you are, you fucking creep. He makes me want 
to vomit. 

Bradley, my boss, is what some might call a silver 
fox. He looks 27, but god knows how old he really is, and he 
tries his act on every young girl in the office. There are two 
types of women working for his company: women that he 
has affairs with, and women that he fires. His whole office is 
stacked with pretty girls like me. He rarely hires men, unless 
they’re clearly gay, and he never hires ‘unattractive women’ 
either. 

After the affirmative action laws were repealed for 
having ‘served their purpose’, all the shady fucks like Brad 
can hide behind the meritocracy. They’re only hiring the 
best people for the job, regardless of their actual intentions. 
In Brad’s case, this almost always means attractive women, 
with a few non-threatening exceptions he can point to if 
he’s called on it, who happen to ‘not match the company 
culture’ if they fail to sleep with him. And of course the 
girls that he’s molested never publically come forward. 

Even if it wasn’t for the legal penalties applied to 
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women who the courts decide have ‘falsely accused’ a man 
of rape, severance pay requires you to sign an NDA. And 
you’ll need your severance pay because jobs are really hard 
to find in this economy. And it’s not like food stamps can 
be used to pay the rent. God, he makes me fucking sick. I 
smile. 

“Can’t wait,” 1 say through gritted teeth. 

He finishes his cigarette. 

“Anyway, 1 might as well get back to work. I’m 
snowed under with emails this morning,” he says. 

I think about Molly at home. If Molly could walk, if 
Thomas was older, if anything had worked out differendy, I 
wouldn’t have to be here. But jobs in the media are hard to 
even find nowadays, and anything else wouldn’t let me earn 
enough for us to live. Molly gets a little bit from charities, 
but it barely even covers her medical expenses. If 1 had 
known things would be this bad here in the first place, 1 
never would have given them my resume. I never would 
have studied journalism, or adopted Thomas, shit. 1 never 
would have done a lot of things. 

Brad checks my arse out as he leaves, but thankfully 
he doesn’t touch me. I shiver, and the faqade collapses. 1 
wait against the break room counter and try to make a plan 
for what I’ll do tomorrow night. Obviously I’m not going 
to let him touch me. I’ll give him as litde as I can while still 
trying to appear as though I’m interested. He’ll think I’m 
playing hard to get, but that’s risky. 1 don’t want to end up 
like poor old ‘Frigid Susan’, fired for refusing to give up 
her Christian belief in the importance of only having sex 
with someone after you’ve been married. The worst part 
is, according to the other girls, she was actually into him. 1 
wonder what she’s doing with herself today? 

1 return to my desk and stare out at the Buzzfeed 
building, and the brighdy coloured pseudo-urban street art 
curling like vines around the sides of the tower. It’s one of 
the most famous corporate buildings in the world, designed 
to evoke images of Melbourne’s vibrant street art scene. 1 
look for new jobs in it almost every day. Last week, one 
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actually came up. I’m not sure if it will end up any better 
for me if I work for them, but they have more staff, higher 
pay, and a vastly better reputation. Competition is obviously 
stiff: it’s one of the most prestigious jobs a journalist can 
get. But if I worked there, I’d finally be able to put away 
some savings. 1 could get out of Australia. We could move 
away from all of this... 

I put my headset on and look back at the press 
release. It’s a few short bulletins, provided by the Australian 
army: terrorist attack in Bundaberg, no evacuation possible, 
Unity are responsible. Mention that they’re socialists. End 
with regional areas losing faith in Unity. Maybe I can get 
travel approval, go out and get a sound bite or an interview? 
1 think there’s enough there to write an article. Have to 
mention that to someone later. 1 shake my hand to reveal 
the virtual keyboard and flick my eyes back to the word 
processor. 1 type: 

The attack is said to have damaged Unity’s 
standing in other regional areas... 

Maybe I should mention something about it showing a 
disregard for human life, like: 

Showing their true colours with a callous 
disregard for human life... 

That will lead to the conclusion if 1 link it back to politics: 

Showing their true colours with the callous 
disregard for human life shown by all socialists... 

Now 1 just need to finish it off: 

From Stalin to Mao Zedong, and the rebels in 
America. 

I read it for a moment. Then 1 look over it again: 

Unity forces have detonated a series of improvised 
nuclear devices in the Northern Queensland city of 
Bundaberg, just a few hours south of the border to 
the Freeland special economic zone. Reports say 
that, despite the government’s repeated attempts 
at negotiation and an ongoing plan for Bundaberg’s 
evacuation, the terrorists killed everyone in a large 
scale radioactive bombing authorities have described 
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as a cowardly attack by the socialist extremists. The 
attack is said to have damaged Unity’s standing in 
other regional areas, showing their true colours with 
the callous disregard for human life shown by all 
socialists, from Stalin to Mao Zedong, and the rebels 
in America. 

Good. I upload it to the website, and search my messages 
for something else to cover. 

Of course our personal opinions never matter, 
but, I don’t think I believe even half of what I’m writing 
here. Unity are really bad, worse than that: disgusting. But 
1 don’t believe there’s anything inherendy wrong about the 
socialist philosophy. Heavily socialized capitalist economies 
like Sweden and Norway seem to have avoided most of the 
problems we’re seeing everywhere else in the world, and 
while a lot of reports are coming in about the shocking 
state of things within America, it hardly had a working 
government before. 

But the ideological angles in all Australian media, 
even down to the art we call legitimate, or the media we 
allow to get through our censorship boards and regionalized 
internet, all of it has to coincide with the national agenda. 
Anything that does manage to push its way through that 
might be conceived as having an anti-capitalist message, 
must be either rendered inaccessible or reinterpreted, until it 
drops out of the public mind entirely. That’s what economic 
objectivism is: the underlying philosophy of rational 
capitalism, and the system that supports our meritocracy. 

1 don’t think there’s anything necessarily wrong 
with any of that either. 1 worked to get to where I am, and 
I’ll work even harder to improve my situation. The system 
motivates, and keeps me focused. But 1 don’t understand 
why my wife can’t be given an allowance for her disability, 
why the unions can’t crack down on sexual abuse and 
exploitation of their workers, why the unemployed are 
conscripted to fight in wars and die? All of that could be 
fixed with just a little bit of socialism, just a little bit of 
market regulation. But we don’t get it anymore. We’ve been 
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voting it away for decades. 

The rest of the work day passes in a blur. The 
alarm on my phone rings for the end of my shift. I get up, 
collect my things, clock out, and go down to my ride: a sleek, 
modern-lined Tesla autocar. I like it because it doesn’t look 
like a beater from the 70’s, and it runs on electricity rather 
than fossil fuels, unlike most of the other cars produced for 
the Australian market. I’m always having to go kilometres 
out of my way to find a charging station, so it ends up 
costing almost twice as much. But, as like to say to Molly, 
1 don’t want to completely buy into the national agenda. 
We’re poor regardless if I keep my Tesla charged or not. If 
I’m contributing to the economic and social decline of my 
country through my work, the least I can do is try to give 
a shit about the environment. I’m uncomfortable enough 
with the impact of my choices as it is. 

Anyway, petrol is only slighdy cheaper than electricity 
now, since the government finally repealed Freeland’s 2040 
Industry Protection Act, designed to reduce soaring fuel and 
electricity prices while bailing out local mining magnates 
and fossil fuel producing companies threatened by a global 
push towards renewable resources. People seemed to think 
it was a sensible idea at the time, but it practically destroyed 
the local clean energy economy, and it should have been 
repealed over a decade ago with the rest of the remaining 
market regulations. But deck-stacking policies have a way 
of persevering, despite the stated ‘good intentions’ of the 
government. Certain things are swept under the rug, and the 
people who bring them up are quickly silenced or forgotten. 
It’s just the way the system works. No one builds an empire 
by following the rules. 

I get in the car and the dashboard lights up. 1 press 
the icon for my house and the car rises up into the air. The 
door to the rooftop garage opens when I’m close to it. I soar 
out, above the buildings, and land outside my home. Molly 
is waiting for me on our balcony, sitting in her chair. She’s 
beautiful with her dark skin and platinum blond undercut. 
Her metal arm is gleaming in the summer sky. I head inside 
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and go into the elevator. The door dings, and it opens. 1 
cross the hall to my apartment, then I step inside. 

“Hey you,” Molly says. 

She wheels over to meet me, and leans up in her chair. 
Her legs buckle. 1 kiss her on the mouth. 

“How was work?” she asks me, sitting back down. 

I roll my eyes. 

“Brad was acting like a creep again,” I say. “Checking 
out my arse and shit. He won’t let the dinner go.” 

“Of course he won’t,” Molly frowns. “Heard 
anything from Buzzfeed?” 

“Too soon yet,” 1 say. “They would have got a lot 
of applicants.” 

“You’ll get it,” says Molly. “I believe in you.” 

I shrug, put my handbag down and sit down on the 
couch. 

“I just don’t want to get my hopes up, that’s all. It’s 
a big opportunity,” 1 reply. 

I take off my heels. 

“I know,” says Molly. “But you’ll get it. I know you 

will.” 

I smile. 

“How did your work go today?” I ask her. 

“Awesome,” she grins. “Want to see?” 

1 nod and she wheels into the other room. 

Molly gets a lot of shit for her wheelchair. She’s 
not a fucking paraplegic, but people just assume that she 
can amputate her legs walk around again. It’s even worse on 
account of her arm, and her appearance. She’s obviously a 
cyberpunk, and cyberpunks are notorious for ‘unnecessary’ 
cybernetic augmentations. Even when they can’t afford it. 
Especially then, really. So douchebags take one look at her, 
and they’re like: 

“Hur hur, you replaced your arm but you didn’t do 
your legs? What a fucking waster.” 

Never mind the fact she’s got connective tissue 
problems that wouldn’t go away just by swapping out the 
legs — we’d basically have to replace her entire body — and 
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because the issue’s with her joints, most of the standard 
replacement parts wouldn’t work for her either. Anything 
made of metal is too heavy for her muscles to control, bio¬ 
limbs are too expensive, and the plastic stuff is usually so 
weak and stiff that she’d be better off keeping her legs the 
way they are. So she’ll explain that to someone and they’ll be 
like: 

“What about your arm?” 

As if we’d never thought of that before! 

Wow dude, you’re fucking right! She can’t wear 
metal parts, but she’s got a metal arm! That must mean she’s 
just pretending, or she can suck it up if she really has to, 
rendering her condition meaningless! Then they’ll sit there 
with this dumb-fuck smirk on their face and say something 
like: 

“All you cyberpunks are the same. Waste your time and 
money on aesthetic surgery when you could be putting it in 
your investments. You wouldn’t hate capitalism so much if 
you didn’t make such bad decisions, hur hur hur hur hur.” 

The one thing Molly really loves in life is painting. 
She doesn’t only love it, either. She excels. Her condition is 
degenerative. That means it’s gotten worse over time. When 
it first got really bad a couple of years ago she could barely 
hold a paintbrush. Her hand had started seizing up after 
just a couple of minutes work, and she couldn’t go back to 
painting for the rest of the day. This was a girl who used 
to do this shit for hours. She was painting on commission 
for a collector in Beijing, and she was getting worried that 
she wouldn’t finish it on time. So we got in touch with the 
collector, and he said he had this friend who was working 
on a new type of arm in japan. He said that she was also 
fond of Molly’s paintings, and that she might be able to 
make her something to allow her to continue with her work. 

Molly was sceptical at first. She asked if it would 
be a plastic limb, and he said no. It was something else. 
Molly said she couldn’t do metal, and he said it wasn’t that 
either. She didn’t even ask about the bio-limb. It’s based on a 
similar application of stem cells to the Elixir drugs, and the 
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price of them is even more obscene. But he said it wasn’t a 
bio-limb either. It was something else. Some revolutionary 
new compound that combined the strength of metal with 
the lightness of plastic, and the flexibility of a bio-limb, at a 
fraction of the cost. He said it still had to go through a bit 
of testing, but it was set to blow the industry apart. 

So Molly agreed, and the collector put us in touch 
with the doctor. She was really excited to meet Molly, which 
was super cute, and we asked her to design us a replacement 
limb. She really was on the ball about it too. 

She was like: 

“Now, 1 know you’re going for the cyberpunk aesthetic, 
so let’s let sit you down and make you something really cool 
that looks the part.” 

Molly was ecstatic. They poured over stills from the Snow 
Crash and Neuromancer movies, Trashpunk, Deus Ex, and 
Transmetropolitan. Eventually they came up with the right. It 
was beautiful and hard, like the Russian army surplus metal 
limbs favoured by the other cyberpunks, but lighter, more 
efficient. The product itself hasn’t made it to the market, 
tied up by sanctions and threats from other corporations 
worried it would decimate the industry. But Molly has hers, 
so she can paint again. It represents her freedom from her 
illness, and she earned it from the beauty of her work. 1 
think it’s one of the most beautiful things about her, so it 
makes me fucking sick when dickheads act as though she 
shouldn’t have it. It’s the thing that gives her meaning and 
control over her life. 1 won’t let anybody take those things 
away from her. 

Molly comes out with her painting and it’s perfect, 
just like always. 

“I couldn’t get the lines quite as thin here as I’d 
liked to,” she explains. “But I think it turned out okay.” 

“Is this one for another collector?” I ask her. 

“Nope,” she smiles. “It’s just for us. I call it ‘endless 
dreams of degradation from the belly of the corporate 
machine’.” 

I laugh. 
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“Sounds like a good one for the NGV.” 

Molly smirks. 

“Maybe. Give it twenty years,” she says. 

Her paintings fall into a mixed media, international art 
movement popular amongst young people in mid and post¬ 
collapse neoliberal capitalist societies, typically censored or 
dismissed in the countries that it comments on, and adored 
in the countries it does not. Distributed and advertised 
mosdy on the darknet, it’s heady, experimental stuff. 
Obviously it’s never going to make us any money. But that’s 
beside the point. She loves it, and she’s good at it, and one 
day she will get her recognition. She has to, if there’s any 
justice in the world. 

She takes the painting back into the studio and 
wheels back into the lounge. She picks up the bong from 
the table. 

“I’ve already ordered our dinner,” she says. “How 
would you feel about a smoke?” 

“Wonderful,” I laugh. “It’ll help me to forget about 
my date tomorrow night.” 

She packs the bowl and has a hit. She passes it to me. 1 
close my eyes and breathe in deep. 

“Mmm,” 1 smile. “I needed that. Where’s Thomas 
at tonight?” 

“Thomas,” Molly says, “Is sleeping over at Jesse’s 
place tonight. That means we’ve got the apartment all to 
ourselves.” 

“Really?” 1 ask her, raising an eyebrow. 

“Really,” Molly smiles. 

“The whole night?” 

She comes over beside me. 

“The whole night,” she says, and rubs my leg. 

God, she’s fucking beautiful. She slides out of her chair 
and into my lap, wrapping her legs around me. 

“I love you,” she says. 

“I love you too,” I reply. 

She undoes the buttons on my blouse while I kiss her 
neck. 
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“I love you so fucking much,” I say. 

Molly giggles and unhooks my bra. My phone beeps, but 
I ignore it. 

“You should probably check that,” Molly says, 
kissing my breasts. She slides her hand down the front of 
my skirt. 

“God,” I moan, running my hands along her the 
curves of her body. I close my eyes. 

“It might be work or Thomas,” Molly warns. 

“I know, I know,” I say. “Shit.” 

She kisses her way down my stomach. 

‘You should probably stop kissing me then,” I say, 
opening my eyes. “It’s incredibly distracting.” 

“True,” Molly says. “But where would be the fun in 

that?” 

She giggles as I push her playfully away. I root around in 
my handbag for my phone. I look at it and gag. 

“Ugh, gross,” I say. 

“What? What is it?” Molly says, trying to look over 
at the screen. 

I furrow my brow and turn the phone towards her. Molly 
laughs. 

“Oh my god,” she says. 

Brad sent me a picture of his stubby cock with the 
caption: Can’t w8 to c u 2morrow night! 

“It looks like a cheerio,” Molly says. “That colouring 
can’t be healthy.” 

“Does he really think that anyone would want to 
get this?” I reply. “It’s 2069, and men are still behaving like 
they’re animals.” 

“What are you going to do?” Molly asks. 

“Fuck, I don’t know,” I say, and put the phone away. 
“I’ll send him something non-committal later. Like a smiley- 
face or something. I can’t deal with this right now.” 

“At least you can pretend that you didn’t see the 
message,” Molly says. 

“Yeah, 1 feel for women with the chips,” 1 reply. 
“Imagine being connected to douchebags like him 24 hours 
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a day. You couldn’t use the ‘oh, I was away from my device’ 
excuse because it’s on you all the time. Heaven help you if 
you don’t reply immediately.” 

“Does he know you use a phone?” Molly asks. 

“He’d have to know 1 can’t afford a chip.” 

I look at Molly and sigh. 

“Kind of spoils the mood a bit doesn’t it?” 

Molly shrugs and goes back to kissing my neck. 

“I’m not going to let Brad ruin our night.” 

And as always, she lives up to her word. 

Half an hour passes, then our buzzer rings. 1 
clamber out of Molly’s arms and off the couch to hit the 
button for the door. 1 wait and watch the delivery-drone 
hover up the stairs. It delivers us our food and then departs. 
1 close the door and go back into the lounge room. My 
phone beeps. 

“What, again?” Molly says. 

I put the bags down and check it. It’s from Brad: 

Y u no reply? :( 

“Fucking Brad,” 1 show her the phone. 

Molly laughs. 

“Tell him you were fucking your wife,” she says. 

“Oh, I wish I could,” I say. 

I start to tap out a reply. 

“Don’t,” Molly says, and touches my hand. “Not 
right now. You don’t want him to know you’re been dodging 
him.” 

‘Yeah, that’s true,” I say. 

I put the phone away. 

“Text him at the end of the movie,” she suggests. 

Ever since the republic began nothing is officially 
banned in Australia, but some things are impossible to 
find. Often this is down to companies that own the media 
neglecting to extend the licenses for controversial media to 
people in our country, or buying them up to ensure a ‘quality 
distribution to be rolled out at a later date’, which obviously, 
never actually occurs. This is how the government, and the 
corporations that control it, maintain their hegemony over 
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ideas that are accessible to our citizens. Put simply, anything 
that challenges the free market or the meritocracy will never 
reach a mainstream audience. The media, the schools, and 
people on the street will tell you that it’s just it isn’t ‘good 
enough’, following the logic of economic objectivism used 
to justify the system universally. But those of us who work 
within the media, or are interested in the ideas that determine 
our society, will tell you that the truth is very different. 

If 1 were to write a news bulletin with even a hint 
of free-market criticism, I would not be penalized for it. 
My story would be blocked by an AI from the ACMA 
pre-submission and altered by another writer, with notes 
sent back telling me where my writing had been guilty of 
‘inciting an infringement on other people’s property or 
personal liberties’, and encouraging me to do better on 
the next one. I’ve received messages like that inadvertently 
before, when I was starting out, and sent them out myself 
to other writers. Protest is impossible, and even if 1 tried, 
1 would lose my job, and my life would basically be over. 
There’s no need for censorship or government surveillance, 
merely moderating public avenues for expression is enough, 
and limiting our exposure to the content we’re allowed to 
pay for, with the omnipresent threat of homelessness and 
poverty for anyone who doesn’t toe the line. 

That’s what Confessional is all about: the cult-classic 
Chinese-Arabic docudrama we had to download on the 
darknet. Netfliv has said that it’s been “coming soon” in 
Australia for over three years now. Yesterday, they removed 
the placeholder image from their site. So Molly got in touch 
with some friends, and they tracked her down a link to an 
illegal stream. We’re watching it for the first time tonight. 
The scene begins in modern china. Our protagonist is 
smoking a cigarette under a streetlight. A title on the screen 
reads: Hong Kong, 2065. A voiceover speaks in Mandarin: 

We had gone against the tenants of the revolution. 

Molly loads another bowl. 

Our country — indistinguishable from the ones we ones we 
stood against. 
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She takes a hit and passes it to me. 

Did we see this when we looked into the future? 

I light the bong. 

Did they want this when they took away our past? 

I breathe it in. 

This is our message for the future. 

I blow it out. 

This is our war ning to the past. 

I pass it off to Molly. 

This is my confessional. 

The opening credits begin. A title flashes: Dubai, 
2065. A scared looking cyberpunk is running down the 
footpath, looking over his shoulder with police drones 
behind him: an almost shot-for-shot reimagining of the 
beginning of the famous parkour scene from Ukrainian 
cyberpunk movie Trashpunk from 2026. Russian noise rock 
is throbbing in the background, a post-production add-on 
that heightens the comparison. 

“Chilling,” Molly says. “This part is supposed to 
be found-footage, recovered by local hackers from the city 
camera network.” 

The kid is holding onto a spray can, his hands are pale 
from lack of blood and shaking. The drones box him into 
a corner. He looks around, hunting for an exit. Sweat is 
beading on his brow. 

“Holy shit,” I say, leaning in close. 

He gets frustrated and throws the can at the robots. The 
robots charge their weapons. 

“Oh fuck,” 1 say. 

He closes his eyes. They blow him away. 

“Oh fuck!” I shout. 

His brains are splattered across the walls. The footage 
ends abruptly. 

“It was supposed to be pretty intense,” Molly says. 

“Jesus.” 

I think back to the bombing and the robbery. 

“This is how things are today,” 1 say to no one in 
particular. “Even here.” 
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I stare at the screen. A Chinese businessman with a 
flat, purple Mohawk and two bionic hands pulls a paperback 
off a bookshelf full of science fiction. There’s a blue-hewed 
picture of a man on the front wearing 80’s mirror shades. He 
gestures at it empathically while a chart appears behind him, 
tracking of the development of AI and robotic technology 
from the early 20 th century to beyond the present day. The 
graph shows a straight line stretching from the ground into 
the sky. The end of the graph reads 2092. 

Even if the sulphur-injectors manage to hold off the worst 
ffects of catastrophic climate change, at the current rate of AI and 
robotic development , the man says, adjusting his tie, by the end of 
the 21 st century, we will all be obsolete ... 

This is heavy stuff. 

“Yeah,” Molly says. “It’s been going this way for 
over 50 years. You can’t even write new cyberpunk anymore. 
It would just be literary realist fiction.” 

She takes another hit. 

“That’s part of what draws me to the subculture 
in the first place: it’s escapist, sober, transgressive, and 
regressive, all at once,” Molly says. “What a trip.” 

“Plus you get to have more fun than monos,” 1 

reply. 

Molly laughs. 

“And you’ll freak out the normals all the same,” she 

says. 

She kisses me. 

“I love the way you get me,” she says. 

“I’d be hacking off my arms myself if I wasn’t so 
afraid of all the pain,” 1 reply. 

Molly laughs. 

That night, I spend hours trapped in circulatory 
dreams. Drones chasing me, nuclear bombs exploding, 
the skin melting off my first and only boyfriend’s stupid, 
teenaged face. I wake up, sweating and panting, and look 
over at the blissfully sleeping face of Molly. 1 think about 
Thomas at his friend’s house. How can they sleep in a world 
like this? How can anyone? But then 1 remember 1 have 
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work tomorrow and I can’t write if I don’t get any sleep. 1 
close my eyes and lie there for what feels like several hours. 

Morning comes and I’m not sure if 1 fell asleep 
or not. 1 arrive yawning at entrance to my office even 
after taking a heavy dose of Modafinil. I’m filled with an 
overwhelming sense of faceless dread. 1 sign in, and go to 
the break room for a coffee. 

“Hey Liz,” Brad says, standing next to the machine. 
“Did you get my messages last night?” 

Oh shit. I got so high that I forgot to text him back! 

“1 didn’t check my phone at all last night,” I say. 

“Did you check on it this morning?” Brad replies. 

I try to smile. 

“Y-yeah, 1 did. Uh.. 

What do you even say to a guy like this, sending you 
something like that? For the first time since I was a teenager 
1 wish I’d been born straight. 

“I’m looking forward to seeing more of you 
tonight,” I say. 

He grins like a raptor, so I guess I’m in the clear. 

“I was hoping you would send me something back,” 
Brad says. “You need to check your phone more often.” 

I suppress a shiver and smile like an automaton. Brad 
walks away. 

My heart is running at a thousand beats a minute. 
I’m stupid, fucking stupid. I should have sent him a reply. 
Just a simple ;) would have done it, maybe coupled with 
a fake of my breasts from the Nude Creator AI app. That 
was far too close for comfort. 1 go to my cubical and sit 
down. I put on my VR headset and check my inbox for my 
daily press releases. 1 drink my coffee, and attempt to relax. 
1 find an ad for a new budget line of brain chips coming 
out tomorrow. Perfect, stories like that can almost write 
themselves. 

I tap into the camera feeds around Federation Square 
where the launch event is going to begin. A small group of 
cyberpunks and techno-hippies are already camped around 
the stage, setting up portable force-fields to guarantee them 
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space while roadies scuttle about assembling lighting rigs 
and pulling out machinery from boxes. This event will be 
enormous. My heart starts beating faster. I flick my hands 
for the virtual keyboard, and I begin to type: 

Customers are already lining up for the 
Melbourne launch of the FG-2 Streamline, the newer, 
cheaper version of the popular FG2000 brain chip. 

I pause. Yeah, that looks okay. 1 love writing articles like 
this. You can do them in a fraction of the time - 

While the FG2-Streamline lacks the higher 
picture quality and faster processing speeds of the 
earlier FG2000, it offers almost identical features, 
bringing self-contained VR and AR projection, as well 
as neural-stimulation and mental-augmentation, to 
new customers at a lower price that even wasters can 
afford. Chips like the FG-2 Streamline are predicted to 
dominate the technology market in the years to come, 
as in-body computer solutions fully replace the aging 
VR and smart device market. 

There. Just have to mention the social utility and push 
the ideological angle, and I’m done. 

The low-cost but feature-heavy profile of the 
FG-2 Streamline marks a new era for its parent company, 
and a serious milestone for the technology itself, which 
is now available to a wider variety of customers than 
ever before. Other brain chip manufacturers will be 
forced to drop their prices to compete, leading to 
further innovations in this already fast-paced, state-of- 
the art computing field. 

The continuing democratisation of life¬ 
changing new technologies, led by free-market 
innovation and individual intuitive, is the shining jewel 
in the crown of modern capitalism, offering customers 
greater choice and higher motivation for success than 
any other economic system could provide. The launch 
is set to take place at Federation Square in Melbourne, 
Friday night, at 7.45 A.E.S.T. 

People have already begun to secure places 
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near the stage, so come in early and find a place to 
camp, so you won’t miss your chance to see the show. 
Ten lucky customers will also have a chance to win 
brand new FG-2 Streamline chips installed by auto¬ 
doctors on the night. So be there early for your chance 
to win. For more details, visit the Streamline team on 
the V-Net at the Streamline Virtual Laboratory. FG-2 
Streamline: the revolution is here. 

I send it off and allow myself a moment to bask in 
my success, then 1 hunt around for something else to cover. 
The rest of the day is fairly uneventful. 1 clock out and ride 
my car to the restaurant where I’m meeting Brad, and pray 
to god he doesn’t want to kiss me. The restaurant is built 
inside this beautiful art deco-inspired building on the dining 
strip of Sydney road in Brunswick. 

I don’t like the northern end of town because it’s so 
clean-cut and pretentious, though I’m told it used to have a 
vibrant art scene in the 20’s. But the money started flowing 
here before I was even born, and soon enough all the grit and 
urban creativity was driven out for safer businesses. There’s 
something sweet about this restaurant though: a little touch 
of old-school beauty, nestled in between a whiskey bar and 
the NAB, just across the road from an ugly mirrored block 
of richer flats. 

Cars shoot by in the air above while the rain falls 
gendy from the sky. A pink, holographic sign on the side 
of the building reads La Petite Noir: High Quality 
Ukrainian-French Cuisine. The name sounds familiar, 
and at least it’s not an Arab-fusion place. Brad might have 
some taste after all. 1 get out of the car and hit a button on 
my keys, and the vehicle flies away to find an inexpensive 
place to park. It’ll probably be flying for a while on this side 
of town. 1 step inside and introduce myself to the lady at 
the door. 

“Elizabeth Packer, looking for a table with a Bradley 
Mitcham?” I say. 

The woman smiles. 

“Right this way, Mrs Packer,” she says. 
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We walk past tables of carefully dressed diners 
eating comically elaborate fusion dishes: Chicken Kiev 
stuffed with Foie Gras and escargot. Frog’s legs Varenyky, 
and Borscht with quail-baguettes and gold-dust sprinkled 
over crumbled Roquefort. 1 catch a glimpse of the prices 
in a strangers menu and I almost faint. Brad will almost 
certainly be paying, but still. Who has that much money 
spare to spend on novel food? 

“Lovely to see you, Elizabeth,” Brad says, slipping 
the waiter a $100 tip. “Take a seat.” 

The waiter’s eyes go wide, despite her obvious 
professionalism. She swallows, smiles broadly, then hurries 
away. Brad is trying to impress me with his money. I suspect 
that’s half of the purpose of the evening. 

“Brad,” 1 say, smiling coldly. 

I wish it was over already. 

“I’ve already paid, so order whatever you like,” he says. 
“I’m aware a place like this would usually be a litde bit 
beyond your budget.” 

Suddenly it clicks. 1 remember where I’ve heard the 
name ‘La Petite Noir’. This is famously the most expensive 
restaurant in the city, and infamously nowhere near the 
nicest. No wonder he wanted to take me here. He thinks 
that money talks. 

“How does that work exactly?” 1 frown, looking at the 
menu. 

1 think about ordering some wine but their 
cheapest glass is over $80. 1 don’t want him to think I owe 
him anything. My stomach grumbles. 

“Oh, 1 come here all the time,” Brad says, waving me 
away. “1 have a tab and they bill me every month. It’s easier 
than dealing with the money every time.” 

I smile. 

“You really like it, huh?” I ask him. 

“You bet. The Bluefoot-Romanee aspics are the best,” 
Brad smiles. “I get them every time.” 

I shudder. They sound disgusting, and 1 don’t even need 
to check their price to know that they’re the most expensive 
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item the menu. So much for Brad’s supposed ‘taste’. 

“I think I’ll just go for the sauerkraut and salami 
croissant-monsieurs,” I say. 

Brad looks disappointed. 

“Remember, you can order anything you like,” he 

says. 

“I’m not very hungry,” I shrug. 

“And for the wine?” asks Brad. 

“I’m really not much of a drinker,” I reply. 

“No, no, no.” Brad says. “You’ve got to try the 
Chateau Lafite! I’ll order us a bottle...” 

He waves towards the nearest waiter, already loaded 
down by someone else’s overly expensive food. 

“Waiter,” Brad shouts. “Waiter?” 

The waiter pretends not to notice. 

“He’s already heading for another table,” I remark. 

“Nonsense,” says Brad. “Waiter?” 

1 check my phone under the table. Right now, Molly 
would be serving dinner up to Thomas back at home. 1 
tap my foot impatiently. I wish I could be back with them 
instead. I’m sure whatever they’re having is a lot more 
delicious than any of the euro-soviet culinary abortions 
created here tonight. 1 look up and realize Brad is talking. A 
different waiter has come to our table. 

“And a bottle of Chateau Lafite,” he finishes. 

He looks towards me for approval and 1 smile politely. 
The waiter walks away. 

“Sorry about that,” he says. “The service here is 
usually much faster.” 

“Oh, I don’t really mind,” I say. 

“I’ve half a mind to track that other waiter down 
and have him fired,” Brad remarks. “The nerve of him, 
pretending not to hear me.” 

“He was just doing his job.” I reply. 

“Badly,” Brad says. “Where’s his sense of 
professionalism?” 

“They’re not paid enough to have a sense of 
professionalism,” 1 reply. 
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Big mistake. Brad frowns. 

“They’re paid as much as the market demands,” 
Brad says. “What’s wrong with that?” 

“I don’t want to get into it tonight,” I reply, fingering 
the prongs of my fork. 

“No, no,” Brad says, waving my objections away. 
“You said they’re not paid enough to have a sense of 
professionalism. I want you to explain your point of view.” 

“Please, can we spend the night together without 
getting into politics?” I say. 

“Liz, I’m not the bloody free-market gestapo,” 
Brad replies. “You have an opinion, and I want to hear it. I 
always love a good debate.” 

The waiter returns to our table and pours us two glasses 
of Chateau Lafite. She leaves the botde on the table. 

“Thank you,” Brad says, picking up his wine. He 
swirls it around inside the glass. “Well?” 

The waiter smiles and walks away. I sigh. He isn’t letting 
g°- 

“I was lucky enough to have my parents pay my rent 
while I went through university, and 1 got a bit of money 
from my corporate sponsors,” I say. “So 1 didn’t have to deal 
with student loans, or any kind of government support. It 
was pretty grim and boring though. 1 didn’t have anything 
left over after paying my bills for the week. So I had to get a 
job.” 

I look at the wine. 

“My resume was pretty good, so it only took me 
several months. 1 worked in a place that was similar to this 
one. Most of my cost-of-life expenses had already been 
covered, so 1 was basically just working to support my 
entertainment. So it didn’t really matter how many hours I 
that I took or lost. I was able to support myself either way. 
Not so for the rest of my colleagues.” 

Brad takes a sip of wine. He gestures for me to do the 
same. 

“Food stamps are basically only for students and 
the unemployed. You don’t get them just for being poor 
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anymore. There’s too little money in the charities and too 
many people out there who need the money more. And the 
gap is getting wider every day. With how scarce employment 
is at the moment, any job at all is seen as luxury. And yes, 
even these guys working 10-14 hour days live better lives 
than people living in the street.” 

I take a sip of wine. 

“But they’re still not paid very well for their service, 
especially in these more expensive places. It’s even worse if 
they want to live within an hour of their work.” 

Brad frowns. 

“But what about the tipping? 1 paid that girl a $100 
tip just a minute ago. Isn’t that enough to see her through?” 

I shake my head. 

“Places like this just use them as an excuse to lower 
what they have to spend on wages. At the end of the day, 
it usually works out the same, if not a litde worse than 
working in the cheaper places.” 

“Why don’t they just go, then?” Brad asks. “It’s not 
our fault if they’re lacking any sort of drive or ambition.” 

He gulps his wine, getting too invested in the conversation. 
I doubt he even tasted it. 

“And do what?” I ask. “Once you work enough 
to live you’ll basically be out energy to look for something 
better, especially in this economy.” 

“So why can’t they just save money, try to get out 
of things that way?” Brad asks, getting visibly offended. 

I go to speak while he’s gulping down more wine, but he 
raises one hand, telling me to let him finish. 

“Most of them do,” I patiently begin. “But when 
you’re living week to week, there isn’t much left over to live 
a pleasant life, or to deal with unexpected new expenses. 
And people make mistakes.” 

Brad grins. 

“See? People. Make. Mistakes. It’s not up to us to 
live their lives for them.” 

I’m getting pretty fed up with this conversation. 

“But that’s a valid problem anyway,” 1 reply. 
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“People make mistakes! And it’s devastating when you make 
a mistake that wipes out all of your emergency savings just 
before an unexpected new expense, and the only way to 
get out of it is to go into debt or sell one of your organs 
to a body insurance company in exchange for cash and a 
‘temporary’ plastic replacement.” 

“When 1 was a boy...” Brad begins. 

“That was over a hundred years ago!” I snap. 

Oh shit, now I’ve done it. Boomers hate it when you 
point out their real age. 

“Stupid girl,” Brad says, and the expression on 
his face has turned to ice. “I could fire you right now if 1 
wanted to. Say you didn’t match the company culture.” 

“This is why 1 didn’t want to talk about it,” I explain. 
“People just get fired up and turn against eachother.” 

The waiter brings our food out to the table. It’s small, 
but beautifully presented. Brad thanks her profusely, and 
the waiter goes away. 

“Well,” Brad says, looking down at his food. “I suppose 
you’ve learnt your lesson now.” 

“Very much, sir. Thank you,” I reply, looking him in the 
eyes. 

At least he’s dropped his kind fafade. 

“And I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it up to 
me,” he says, sawing at his jellied truffles. “I’m not an idiot, 
you know. I’ve seen the way you look at me.” 

My blood runs cold. I work my phone out of my handbag 
while I look him in the eyes. 

“You think I haven’t seen the way you stiffen when 
1 touch you? The way you move your mouth when you 
think that I’m not watching? 1 disgust you,” Brad says it 
lightly like’s telling me a joke. 

I slide my other hand under the table, press the screen 
and turn on the audio recorder. 

“Hands above the table until 1 tell you otherwise,” 
Brad commands. 

1 let the phone drop into my open handbag and put 
my hands up in the air. The microphone is really powerful, 
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but I’m not sure if it will work. 

“So what do you intend to do?” 1 ask him and try 

to smile. 

He runs his hands over my legs and I stiffen. 

“A bitch like you needs to learn her place,” Brad 
says, smiling sweedy. 

He runs his hands between my thighs. 

“You know how many girls I’ve like you I’ve had in 
my company? Sour-faced, manipulative sluts thinking they 
can pull the wool over my eyes? They’ve all given me what I 
wanted in the end. Some of them even enjoyed themselves. 
I’m a very giving lover.” 

‘Aes, I’m sure,” I say. 

“Nobody is going to believe a fresh-faced graduate 
like you didn’t sleep with me on purpose. I’m handsome, 
rich, and successful. I have a team of lawyers pouring over 
your sexual history and internet metadata right now, looking 
for anything we can use against you, even as we speak. And 
the other girls will vouch for me. They’ll say they’ve seen us 
flirting in the halls. They know how much you wanted me.” 

“They’ll know that I’m a lesbian too,” I say and fold 
my arms. “I haven’t even thought about a man since high- 
school.” 

“Sexuality is a spectrum,” Brad says, waving me away. 
“Maybe you’re not as,” he air-quotes. “lesbian as you thought. 
The lawyers know about that toy you bought for Molly, too. 
They also guess you’re not the dominant partner in your 
sexual relationship, considering your taste in porn...” 

On hearing this, 1 shudder. Brad slides his knife into the 
jelly. 

“And anyway, everyone knows that girls are prone 
to hypergamy. Plenty of women out there would trade 
something as trivial as sexual satisfaction for a comfortable 
life with an alpha male like me,” Brad says. “It’s practically 
biology. I could give that sort of life to you as well.” 

“I thought this was just about the sex,” I reply. 

“It is,” Brad shrugs. “But the court doesn’t need to 
know that part. I’ll just say we couldn’t work it out.” 
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Suddenly, I’m scared. I’m really, really scared. If he’s 
right, there’s nothing I can do. He can do whatever he likes 
with me. 

“Eat your food, Liz. It’s going cold,” Brad says, 
smiling grimly. 

I slice off a piece of the croissant, put it in my mouth, 
and chew. It tastes like vinegar, chalk, and rotting flesh. 

“What if 1 just quit?” I ask. “I’ve got some money 
saved. 1 could probably get by for another couple of 
months.” 

“Where will you work without a reference?” Brad 
asks. “Certainly not for Buzzfeed. They already know you’re 
one of our least reliable, least diligent, least capable writers. 
They even thanked me for letting them know before they 
hired you. Your education and work history are quite good, 
at first glance. I let them know your papers are deceptive.” 

“You’re a fucking monster,” I hiss. 

“At least I’m not a slut,” he grins. “Now jack me 
off under the table.” 

“Fuck you,” I say through gritted teeth. 

“Language,” Brad says. “We’re on a date, 
remember?” 

“What if 1 shout so the whole room can hear?” 1 

ask. 

“Come on, Liz. You’re smarter than that. 
I’d act all flustered and confused, and say it must be 
your ‘time of the month’ or something. We’re only 
talking. You’ve got no proof of anything,” Brad says. 
And he really could be right. 

“And remember, courts don’t look too fondly 
on fake rape accusations. Not since the MRAs passed the 
Reputation Protection Act of 2035.” 

And of course he’s right about too. 1 glance into my bag. 
The phone is still recording. 

“What are you looking at down there?” Brad says, 
narrowing his eyes. 

“Nothing,” I say. “All I did was glance under the 

table.” 
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“Show me the inside of your handbag,” Brad 
commands, swallowing the last piece of his jelly. 

“I don’t want to,” I say. 

“Show me the inside of your handbag, or don’t 
come in to work tomorrow,” Brad says. 

“No,” I say. 

“What are you trying to hide?” he asks. 

He bends down underneath the table. 

I kick him in the face with one of my heels, and 
he bashes his head against the top. A couple of the other 
diners turn around. 

“You fucking slut,” he spits. 

I grab my bag and run. 

“Come back!” he shouts. 

I get outside and fumble with my phone. 1 send my 
car down to the empty lot behind the ANZ, and hear Brad 
yelling in the restaurant behind me. 

“Elizabeth!” he shouts. “Don’t do something you’ll 

regret!” 

1 move down Sydney road towards the intersection into 
Albert Street, almost tripping over in my heels. I kick them 
off and break into a run. Brad appears at the entrance to the 
restaurant, red-faced and panting: 

“Men... are better runners... than women!” he 
shouts. “You can’t get away!” 

I ignore him, and I run. 1 round the corner just as my 
car is touching down. I press the button for the doors and 
dive inside. 

Brad appears around the corner, his jacket open 
and his tie askew. He’s holding up a laser pistol in one hand 
and clutching his chest with the other. He looks up, panting, 
and points the gun at my head. 

I slam the button for the car door as the pistol locks 
and the fires. 

TS CHE WWW! 

I smell burnt plastic and metal, and see a puff of 
steam rising from the side of the car. Warning lights and 
sirens go off across the dash. Heart pounding, I reach for 
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the GPS and set the car to fly towards my house. Brad is 
running across the car park. He fires another couple of 
bursts towards my car. I duck. 

TSCHE WWW! TSCHE WWW! 

The car rises up into the air. Furious, Brad puts 
his pistol away and runs over to attack it with his fists. He 
mashes his hands against the window, red-faced and spitting 
with rage, shouting something muffled that sounds a bit like: 
YOU CANT RUNAWAY FROM ME! I’M THE ALPHA! 
I’M THE ALAN! But soon enough he has to dive away 
to avoid being sucked into the engine of my autocar. He 
struggles up from the cement and fumbles with his pistol. 
But by the time he gets it out I’m already out of range. I wait 
a few moments until I’m clear of the Brunswick sky, then I 
burst out laughing. 

Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit that was close! But then 
I’m worrying again. Did 1 get what 1 needed from that 
recording? 1 stop the app and save the audio. I’m just about 
to listen to it when I get a text message from Brad: 

Ur ded slut. Hope it was worth it. 

Then another: 

I hav friends in high places. Even in the 
government. U wanna fuc wit me u will regret it. 

And finally: 

No bitch is gunna take me down. 

Hands shaking, I go over to the audio file and turn 

it on. 

Hands above the table until I tell you otherwise, Brad’s voice 
crackles from the phone. 

It’s muffled and overly bassy, and the crowd are 
really noisy in the background. But it’s easy enough to 
understand. You can make it out! 

So what do you intend to do? 

The car lands outside my home. 

A bitch like you needs to learn her place. 

I open up the car door and step outside. 

You know how many girls like you I’ve had in my company? 

This is everything. Holy shit, this is everything. With the 
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letters I’ve sent and a just litde bit of supporting testimony, 
1 have everything 1 need to have him sent away. His money 
won’t save him. His connections can’t save him. Nothing 
can save him from the truth! I put my key in the apartment 
door. 

“Hey honey,” Molly yells from the other room. 

“Mummy!” Thomas shouts. 

I pick him up and hold him tightly. Tears are streaming 
from my eyes. I’m free, I’m free, I’m finally free. 
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9. SOLIDARITY 


1 shoulder-barge my way through a multiracial 
picket-line of smoking monos standing chain formation in 
a silent vigil at the exit to the tram stop next to Federation 
Square. They glare at me together as a unit. Jane and Joey 
said they’d save a spot for me inside their camp, but I can’t 
see them over the writhing mass of computer nerds and 
literal transhumanists competing for their first look at the 
newest model brain chip. 

Pushing through this crowd of people makes me 
sort of wish 1 hadn’t come at all, but I’d be lying if I said 
that I had any better plans this evening. Besides, I needed 
to get away from my Dad, and the launch is supposed 
to be a once-in-a-lifetime event. It might be the start of 
the technological singularity, the long-awaited period of 
radically accelerating scientific progress that will change the 
world forever when it’s done. At least, what Jane believes. 
I’m not sure if 1 believe it for myself. 

“Hey!” someone shouts as 1 move past them. “You 
can’t cut through here!” 

“Sorry! I’m looking for my friends,” 1 say. 

They grunt in reply. 

I’ve never seen this many people packed into the 
square before! There’s people on the rooftops, people on 
the roads, even people hovering above us on the roofs of 
flying cars. They’re supposed to be giving out free chips 
to a small number of attendees tonight, so everyone is 
packed into the space. The scanner drones whizz around 
confusedly, struggling to capture all the crowd. One of the 
staff at Flinders Street station said the government was 
thinking about closing off the entire CBD, and now that I 
can see how packed it is, I’m surprised that there’s even a 
debate. There are people everywhere, and more and more 
are flooding in with every passing second. It’s still another 
hour before the show begins. 

“Lucy, over here!” Jane yells. 

She whistles. 
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“Over here!” 

1 see her red bandana and her dreadlocks threaded 
through with multi-coloured ribbons before 1 even see her 
face. She’s perched on top of Joey’s shoulders in the middle 
of their litde shielded camp, waving both hands above her 
head. I stand up on the tips of my Doc Martens and wave 
back. 

“Jane!” 1 shout, cupping my hands over my mouth 
like a megaphone. “There’s so many people!” 

“I know!” she yells. “Isn’t it crazy?” 

“How do I get to you?” 1 yell. 

“Just... keep... pushing!” she says, and laughs. 

Dad is getting really shitty over my transition. 1 mean, not 
really shitty, 1 guess, compared to how it could be. He gets 
it’s just the way I am. 

But he keeps making these really hurtful comments, 
like, how he had ‘three girls back in the 80’s’ and he was glad 
to ‘have a boy’ for once. Like it’s my fault I was born a girl? 
But then he hugs me and he tells me that he loves me. So 
I’m not sure what to believe. 1 break through the crowd and 
push against the wall of someone else’s force-field. Inside, a 
techno-hippie looks me up and down, thumbing his remote. 
He has a look of scepticism on his face, and 1 don’t blame 
him. I’ve never looked the part. I raise my hand to show the 
red rag tied around my wrist, and smile. The hippie beams, 
tags me with his remote, and the force-field bends apart to 
let me through. 

Solidarity, that’s what our subculture is about. That and 
getting fucked off our faces on mescaline, hooking a drip 
into our arm, putting on a VR headset, and losing ourselves 
for days dancing to a throbbing bassline in a psychedelic 
jungle on the v-net with strangers all over the world, like 
the biggest, raddest bush doof that you’ve ever seen. But 
mostly it’s about the solidarity. That red cloth means that 
you’re a socialist. Techno-hippies and cyberpunks respect 
that, so they’ll let you through their shields or in their clubs. 
And if you look like a cyberpunk or a hippie, that’s usually 
an immediate pass, unless you do it really badly and they 
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think that you’re a cop or something. 

Monos also pass in theory. Everybody knows they’re 
doing some kind of Brechtian social commentary — their 
darknet websites are covered in impenetrable academic 
Marxism, but the parts of them that can be read have made 
that clear enough — But they never want to hang around us, 
and honestly, I’m glad. They creep me out a litde, and I’m 
not the only one. They even laugh in monotone together: 

“Ha. Ha. Ha. That was very funny.” 

Weirdos, but at least they’re on our side. We need all the 
allies we can get. 

The left-wing has been damaged since the 
Bundaberg attacks. None of us believes that Unity were 
responsible, but there isn’t any evidence that anybody else 
was involved. Unity themselves are decimated. Nobody is 
talking. Even the People’s Democratic Party of America 
doesn’t know what’s going on, with all the resources they 
inherited from the former USA, and it’s started causing 
cracks in our community. Fighting, people dropping out... 
It’s really sad because, the thing that led me here in the first 
place? The thing I really care about? It’s solidarity. Dad tries, 
but he can’t relate to me. 1 used to feel like no one ever 
would. 

Then 1 met Jane, and her friends at the commune, and 
they just accepted me, like they accepted everyone. And now 
that things seem to be changing, 1 don’t know what I’ll do... 

“Lucy!” Jane says. 

She lifts me off my feet by hugging me. 

“Oh my god,” Jane says. “I’m just so glad you’re 

here.” 

“Hey Lucy,” Joey says. 

“Hey,” 1 reply. 

Joey smiles. I blush and look away. 

Joey and Jane are polyamorous, and 1 know that 
Joey likes me. She keeps trying to convince me to ask him 
out, but 1 don’t know, 1 think it’d be weird. He’s cute though, 
in a kind of silly way. He’s one of those neo-Steampunks, 
but he’s not a socially-awkward supporter of plutocracy. 
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as a lot of modern Steampunks tend to be. He’s always 
dressing up in imported clothing and pining for Mars, while 
simultaneously knowing that the only way he’ll get to Mars is 
if he wants to be a miner. And as Jane always tells him, they 
don’t treat miners very well on Mars. It’s pretty shitty there 
when you really stop and think about it, and I think that 
Joey knows it too. Still, he finds the thought of it appealing. 
All those kitschy Victorian buildings, airships, and fountain- 
studded avenues... 1 find the thought of it inspiring myself. 

“Dad still giving you shit?” Joey asks. 
“Sometimes,” 1 shrug. 

“Well, you’re looking great,” he says and grins. 

I lose myself for a moment in his deep, green eyes. 1 think 
the thing I like the most about him is his non-judgmental 
attitude. He thinks I’m beautiful no matter who I used to be. 
I wish my dad could be the same. 

Jane smirks. 

“Shut up,” I giggle. 

“Get a room already!” she says, and laughs. 

Something’s going on in the crowd behind us. 
There’s movement and occasional shouting. There’s still a 
thick black curtain draped across the front of the stage, so 
it can’t be because of the show. I turn around. A number 
of wild-eyed older men in long, brown coats are forcing 
their way through the crowd. They’re carrying tall placards, 
saying things like VR IS SOMA and MONEY = DEATH. 
1 don’t know why, but they make me really nervous. 

One of them moves towards the hippies force-field 
barrier. They aren’t sure if they should let him through or 
not. A couple of the other campers next to him key him 
into their pads, but he doesn’t move. He just stares forwards, 
holding his sign. There’s a drum roll from the stage area. 

“Ladies and gendemen,” somebody says. 

Jane grabs me by the shoulder. 

“It’s starting!” she yells excitedly. 

I turn around and finally the curtain’s open. There’s a 
man in a shimmering white suit, holding a microphone and 
standing in the middle of the stage. His coat is covered 
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with tiny moving images depicting the history of human 
civilization: from the discovery of fire, to the internet, up 
until the present day. 

“The revolution... is here!” he shouts. 

Simulated fireworks shoot up around the stage, as dancing 
girls in golden dresses strut around to a remix of Larissa 
Riley’s awful, pro-capitalist dance track Team Australia. 1 
cringe. 1 hate these flashy corporate gigs. We’re here for the 
technology, not the ideology. It’s like Jane always says — the 
companies have no idea what they’re doing with the brain 
chips. These could be used to ‘educate and agitate’ at a scale 
we’ve never seen before. That’s why we’re here today: the 
cyberpunks and the hippies, anyway. The monos want to 
protest. But then 1 remember the guy behind us with the 
placard and start to get a litde nervous. I glance at him over 
my shoulder. He doesn’t look like a mono. Why is he here? 

It looks like he’s unbuttoned the top of his 
jacket. He’s touching something on his breast and looking 
nervously around. He nods slightly, looks up, and meets 
my eyes. 1 notice that he has a septum piercing, like my 
grandma, and the brightest, bluest eyes I’ve seen. He grins. 
Then I’m knocked to the ground by an explosion. 

I gasp, and open my eyes. Body parts and rubble are 
raining from the sky. There’s smoke and fires everywhere, 
sirens, and the sounds of people screaming. Our force field 
seems to have soaked up most of the blast, but a few of the 
hippies closer to the edges of the crowd were not as lucky. I 
see them cradling their dead or wounded friends and crying 
near their burnt out portable generators. I look around. Joey 
has crushed his top hat, and Jane has her head in her hands, 
but thankfully they’re fine. 

Federation Square is emptying fast. The autocars 
above us detected the explosion as it happened and flew out 
to a respectable distance. The people on the stage are still 
there, protected by a force field of their own, but they look 
shell-shocked and bewildered. One of them kills the music. 
The guy in the science suit stares out at us open-mouthed. 
He wipes the sweat from his brow. 
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“What the fuck just happened?” Jane says. 

“I don’t know...” 1 reply. 

My phone rings and 1 answer. 

“Sweetie?” Dad says. “I just saw the news. Are you 

okay?” 

1 look around at the abandoned square, and the rolling 
smoke from all the fires. 

“No,“ I start. “I mean, yeah. Jane’s shield protected 
us from the bulk of the attack.” 

“That’s good. I’m so relieved,” Dad says. 

Good? Jane puts her arms around my neck. 

“Dad...” 1 say, and my voice cracks. “We saw 
people die.. 

“That’s not what 1 meant,” Dad begins. 

I start to sob. 

“Jesus, Lucy. I’m sorry,” Dad says. 

At least he didn’t call me Steve for once. 

“Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later on, okay?” I 
say. 

“Lucy, I-“ Dad says. 

1 hang up. 

“Was that your Dad?” Jane asks. 

1 nod, wiping the tears from my eyes. Jane’s phone 
buzzes. She answers it. 

“Mum?” Jane says. “I’m fine...” 

She kisses me on the cheek and moves away. 1 sit down. 
Joey crawls over to join me and 1 nuzzle my way into his 
arms. 

Solidarity. That’s what today was meant to be about. 
1 wanted to come here and be with my friends, see the chip 
and talk about the revolution. 1 didn’t want to be a part of 
this. 1 look at Joey. He looks so sad. 

“This is bad, you know,” he says. 

1 don’t say anything, just stare across the square at the 
drones spraying water on the fires. 

“They’re going to hate us for this,” he says. 

1 look at him. 

“Did you see those signs?” he says. “They were 
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anti-capitalists.” 

“So?” 1 reply. “Nobody would think we were 
responsible for this.” 

I realize how naive 1 sound before I’ve even finished 
saying it. 

“This isn’t even the first time it’s happened,” says 
Joey. “Before, we could argue it was out of character. Now 
it’s looking like a trend.” 

I shiver. 

“Things are going to get really tough for us from 
here on out. I know it. Just like being a Muslim during the 
early days of the Euro dissolution back in 2032.” 

I don’t say anything. 

Jane comes and sits down beside us. 

“They’ve shut down all the transport services into 
and out of the city,” she says. “Mum’s trying to send us 
out her flying car, but the police don’t want to let anybody 
through. They’re still investigating the details behind the 
attack. They want to make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 

“Did you see the placards they were holding up? 
Joey thinks that people are going to blame this on us,” I 
reply. 

“What, everyone with left-wing politics?” says Jane. 
“We’re not popular, but surely nobody’s going to think we’re 
all murderers.” 

She looks pale though. I’m not sure if she’s saying it to 
convince me or herself. 

“Let’s get out of here,” I reply. “I can’t be around 
this anymore.” 

We pack up the force-field generator and deconstruct 
the tent. The smoke has begun to clear, and ambulances, 
decorated with the logos of various corporate-controlled 
hospitals, are descending on the square. I put my shirt over 
my mouth and gag. Outside of the shield, this place smells 
revolting. 

Jane takes off her bandana and ties it around her 

mouth. 

“Come on,” she says. “We’ll be out here before you 
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know it.” 

1 out towards Flinders Street. There’s people 
everywhere. Looks like everyone has filtered out of the 
square and is crowding around, trying to get into the station. 
1 cough. 

“Hey, hey,” Joey says. 

He pats me on the back. 

“I don’t like our chances of getting out,” I reply. 
“Everyone has had the same idea.” 

“At least if we stay with the others we can hear 
what’s going on,” Jane says. 

We approach the station. 

“Most of all - it’s vital for all of you to stay calm - 
“ a young girl working in the train station shouts. She looks 
scared and tired. “The trains will be getting started as soon 
as the police are finished with their investigations.” 

We hear snippets of other people’s conversations 
over the roar of the crowd: Can’t believe this is happening. 
Fucking socialists causing problems again. Send them all out on a 
fucking raft for all I care. Fucking wasters. What’s happening to our 
country 1 

“It wasn’t our fault!” Jane snaps. “We’re the victims 
here as much as you are!” 

People glare at her but no-one says a word. Joey tugs at 
her shoulder. 

“Come on honey, leave it alone,” he says. 

“But it’s bullshit.” Jane says, and now she’s crying. 
“Fucking bullshit.” 

Large monitors hanging above the station show a live 
commentary on the attack. The newsreader says: 

“So far the government is ruling out any connection 
to maligned socialist terrorist group Unity, saying that the 
evidence points to this being an isolated attack. But the 
experts say it points to deeper problems with the socialist 
ideology. A contempt for human life going back to Stalin 
and Mao...” 

“Oh fuck,” I whisper. 

“It’s already started.” Joey replies. 
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“I can’t believe they’d turn something like this into 
bourgeois propaganda,” Jane says. “They probably set it up 
themselves.” 

“This just in,” the reporter says. “We’ve received 
a broadcast from a group claiming responsibility for the 
attack. We’re putting it on now, live on the ABC.” 

The screen goes black. 

It lights up to a small, dimly lit room with an 
Australian flag in the background, and a single wooden chair 
in the middle of the screen. A black-clad figure in a Guy 
Fawkes mask sits down and addresses the camera: 

“Greetings, Australia,” their voice is heavily 
distorted. “By the time you have received this, my friends 
and 1 will already be dead. We were fed up with the slow 
disintegration of our country. The elimination of dissenting 
voices from the mainstream media. The attacks perpetrated 
by your government against the people of Bundaberg.” 

There’s a burst of outrage from the crowd. The 
figure on the screen waits, and I shiver. It’s like they knew 
what would be coming. 

“All of you are complicit in these actions. From your 
fair-weather socialists, with their lives defined by technology 
provided by the industries you claim to resent.” Flere they 
jab their finger at the screen. 1 look down at my Doc 
Martens, and 1 almost feel ashamed, until 1 remind myself 
I’m listening to a crazy person. 

I swallow the lump the throat and look back up at the 
screen. “To your everyday supporters of the meritocracy, 
who fail to critically analyse the messages in Australian 
media, lending your outspoken support to atrocities that 
our government commits.” 

Someone shouts something and throws a bottle at the 
screen. 

“These groups have been penalized according to 
the severity of their crimes,” the terrorist says. 

The crowd is getting really angry now. They’re shoving 
eachother and raising their voices. The girl from the train 
station raises up her hands. She cries out in a desperate 
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attempt to calm everyone down. 

“Our attacks were designed to shock you into action. 
We worked alone. We are nothing more than the faceless 
representatives of the people the republic left behind. All 
of us have suffered far more at the hands of government 
and business, then in any single terrorist attack..” 

The next sentence is totally muffled by the shouts of the 
crowd. A security guard comes up behind the girl from the 
station and taps her on the shoulder. They lead her away. 

“... and what you choose to do with it is up to you. 
We are justice. We are catalysts. We are...” 

And then the crowd breaks through the barriers and 
surges into the station. Someone climbs up to the monitor 
and tears it down to frenzied cheers. 1 subtlety remove my 
arm band and put it in my pocket. 

Jane and Joey have already done the same. People are 
going crazy, destroying the fast food joints and smashing 
up the monitors. 1 see a group of adult men beating the 
shit out of a couple of teenaged monos. One is obviously 
already unconscious and their friend is crying out for them 
to stop, but they don’t care. They smash his tiny face with a 
discarded brick until his head is just a bloody streak across 
the tiles. Then they drag his friend away. She shrieks. 

“We have to get out of here,” 1 say. “This is fucking 

crazy.” 

Jane doesn’t say anything. She just bites her lip. 

“Come on, Jane!” I tug on her hand. 

She breaks down. 

“I can’t I can’t I can’t,” she says. “I can’t 1 can’t I 

can’t!” 

“Hey!” a bald guy shouts. “Hey, those cunts were at 
the bombing!” 

A group turns around to look at us. Some of them are 
armed. 

“Shit, Jane!” I yell. “We’ve got to get out of here!” 

Joey lifts her over his shoulders, but he’s already panting. 
I’m not sure how he thinks he’ll get away. 

“Run!” he says. His face is red. “I’ll take her. Go!” 
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“I can’t I can’t 1 can’t,” says Jane. “I can’t I can’t I 

can’t!” 

“I can’t just fucking leave you!” I shout. 

“You have to! Go!” Joey yells. 

1 hear a sonic boom at the other end of the station. 
A section of the crowd collapses. The group advancing 
towards us turns and looks away. 

Police! 1 never thought I’d be so excited to see the 
police! An officer in a military exoskeleton armed with sonic 
cannons has stepped into the station. He pacifies the crowd 
with every shot. They mill around him, unsure of what to 
do. 

“Come on,” I say, and look at Joey struggling. “I’ll 
help you.” 

We pick up Jane together, and push out into a crush of 
cameras, and the waiting arms of the police. 

“Three people have exited the station!” A journalist 
says. She pushes a microphone into our faces. “Tell us, what 
was it like in there?” 

“I can’t I can’t 1 can’t,” says Jane. “I can’t I can’t I 

can’t.” 

“It was awful,” I interject. “Let us through.” 

“The worst terrorist attack the country has ever 
seen, followed by the worst riot the country has ever seen.” 
The journalist says. “It’s chaos in Melbourne tonight.” 

She tries to act like she’s upset, but her eyes are glittering. 
She knows her ratings will be through the roof, and she’s 
loving every minute of it. The cops cuff us and take us to 
their van. 

“We weren’t involved in the riot,” Joey says. “We’re 
the victims here.” 

The arresting officers are nothing but apologetic. 

“Sorry, it’s just procedure. We’ll keep you in the 
lock up until we’ve checked the CCTV footage. Then you’ll 
be free to go.” 

One of them spots the red bandana peeking out of Jane’s 
back pocket. He smiles sympathetically. 

“Socialists, right?” We hesitate to answer. “Honestly, 
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you’re probably safer in our van than on the streets. It’s not 
even just the CBD. The whole city is on fire at the moment.” 

A couple of the police are watching the news report 
on their smart phones. One of them holds theirs out to me. 
There’s a helicopter flying low over St Kilda. All the shops 
on Acland Street are burning. 

“What the fuck.I say. 

“People are angry,” the officer says. “It’s been 
building for a while.” 

They give us blankets and a cup of tea while we wait 
outside their van. One of them is talking on their radio. 

“Shouldn’t be too long now,” she says. 

Scores of rioters are led out of the train station in 
handcuffs. Some of them are angrier than others. 

“I think we’ll need a few more vans,” one of the 
police officers says. All of them laugh. 

“1 don’t know where they’re going to keep us all,” 
Joey says. 

1 nod. Jane is sleeping on his shoulder. She looks 
surprisingly peaceful. Joey smiles, following my eyes. 

“She conked out just a litde while ago,” he says. “I 
hope she’ll be okay.” 

“1 hope so too,” 1 reply. 

We sip our tea. 

“She’s a strong person,” Joey says. “She’ll get over 
it. I know she will.” 

“What a crazy fucking night.” 1 reply. 

“Yeah,” he says. 

We stare at the station, lit up by the blue and red lights 
of the police. 

“We have a van ready for you now, if you’d like to 
come with us,” one of the police officers says. “It’s okay if 
you don’t. We can give you a litde longer if you need.” 

I look at him and smile. 

“We’ll come,” I say. “I just want to go home.” 

He leads us into the van. 

The next couple of hours are pretty uneventful. We 
wait in the lobby, then we wait in a cell. Then our parents 
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come and pick us up. The police are kind and apologetic, 
but Jane looks like she’s aged a thousand years. I kiss her 
goodbye and tell Joey to take care of her. Then I get into 
the car with dad. He stares at me awkwardly for a moment, 
then speaks. 

“I’m sorry about before,” he says. “I’m sorry about 
everything.” 

I look out the window at Jane and Joey getting into Jane’s 
mum’s flying car. 

“It doesn’t matter now,” I tell him. 

It feels like everything is pointless now. After the 
bombing, the riot, and everything else that’s been going 
these last couple of months, it feels like we’ve finally hit 
the breaking point. The point of no return. 1 thought my 
friends and 1 could make it work. 1 thought we’d change 
the world. But then 1 saw the look in Jane’s eyes when the 
fight broke out. Something snapped, and 1 could feel it too. 
Things will never be the same again. 

“I love you,” Dad says. 

I look at him. 1 look at him for the first time in months 
and I see him for the man he really is. His face is red. His 
eyes are swollen. My heart breaks. It looks like he’s been 
crying. 

“When 1 saw the news tonight... 1 thought I’d lost 
you forever. 1 wasn’t thinking of my wishes or my legacy. 1 
was thinking about you. My daughter, and how I’d driven 
you away.” 

1 don’t say anything. 1 just look out the window at the 
buildings and the other flying cars. 

“The world has changed so much since I was a boy. 
It was changing even before I got the chance to live my life 
again. I couldn’t look outside myself and see the world the 
way it really was. 1 saw all these people out there making 
wrong decisions, and 1 judged them for it. I didn’t realize 
how much harder I was making it for them. Or how much 
harder I was making it for you.” 

I sigh. 

“Dad,” 1 say. 
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I look at him. 

“It’s alright,” Dad says. “Let me finish.” 

I look down at my feet. 

“It’s not just about you or me, and it’s not about the 
bombing. It’s everything that’s happening right now. People 
like me have been in charge of things for as 1 long as I 
remember. And I’m old, Lucy. 1 was born over a 100 years 
ago. I was never meant to live this long,” Dad says. 

I don’t know how to feel about this. Earlier today 
we were in a screaming match. He told me I was born a boy 
and that I’d always be a boy. That even if 1 mutilated myself 
I’d never be a woman. Never have a family. And 1 told him 
that they were working on artificial wombs in Copenhagen. 
He told me that that wasn’t the point. And 1 knew that it 
wasn’t the point, not really. Because it doesn’t matter if 1 can 
bear a child or not. The argument was about acceptance. 1 
wanted him to accept me, he was telling me he couldn’t. 
Now my life was under threat so he’s turned it all around? I 
don’t buy it. But I want to. Oh, god. 1 really want to. 

“You can’t just say that.” 1 tell him, and tears well 
up in my eyes. “You can’t tell me that after three months 
of bullshit that you’ve finally had an epiphany. You’re just 
going to come back in two weeks and say something else 
that’s fucking awful. 1 can’t deal with it, Dad. 1 won’t.” 

“I know, it’s not enough,” Dad says. “But I want to 
try. I don’t want to make the same mistakes with you that I 
made with all my other daughters. 1 don’t even know where 
they are today because they won’t talk to me. And 1 deserve 
it too. I was such an ass to them when the recession hit. 1 
didn’t know how bad it was. I didn’t listen to them when 
they told me.” 

I sigh. 

“Shouldn’t we be home by now?” Dad smiles. 

“I set the car to run in circles round the block,” he 

says. 

“Can you make it take us home?” I ask him. 

“Sure,” he says. 

He presses a couple of buttons on the dash. The car 
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moves towards our house. 

“I’m sorry,” he says. 

But 1 don’t reply. 1 just stare out the window and drum 
my fingers on the armrest on the door. 

We land outside our house in Brighton. The 
doors open and Dad gets out of the car. He lingers on 
the threshold, staring out across the sleeping garden at the 
veranda and the force-field shielded doors. I hear the trickle 
of our fountain, and the ocean rolling in against the beach. 

“Dad?” I say. 

He looks at me. 

“I’m sorry too.” 

He smiles: an awkward, weak expression that highlights 
just how old and out of touch he really is. It breaks my heart 
to look at it, and I realize that I don’t want to see him make 
that face again. 

I’m not sure if 1 forgive him, or if 1 really trust 
the things he has to say. But 1 know how scared he was of 
losing me. 1 know that he won’t sell me out or let anybody 
hurt me, even if he can’t accept the way 1 am. That needs to 
be enough in times like these. 

Solidarity. It’s all about survival in the end. 
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10. BUILDING MARS 

[mars21.pdf: First published (online) 01.02.69 in 
‘Buzzfeed Bulletin’ (Melbourne), an Australian branch 
of a popular electronic magazine. AI has detected 
graphic and audio content unsuitable for plain text 
presentation. These files were removed and converted 
into text.] 

Entrepreneur Spotlight: Lady Toussaint, CEO of 
Quantum Mars 

By: Elizabeth Packer 

When reclusive steam punk visionary and multi-trillionaire 
Lady Toussaint first bought the financially struggling 
Mars colonies in 2036, everybody thought she’d lost her 
mind. Then litde more than a string of shanty towns and 
research colonies in a vast, inhospitable desert, there was 
little indication of the neo-Victorian wonderland the world 
would soon become. Terraforming was proceeding slowly, 
while the colonies were struggling to develop enough food 
and power to keep themselves housed and fed, surviving 
mostly on infrequent foreign aid from crowd-funding and 
corporate sponsors back on Earth. 

The colonization effort itself was seen as a mistake, and 
there were talks of power struggles on the planet. But Lady 
Toussaint, heiress to a multi-billion dollar mining company 
and a lifelong fan of steampunk, had a plan. It was wild, and 
it was crazy, but it left her in control of the most successful 
corporation that the world had ever seen. She had to take 
the chance. 

[File note: A video is inserted in the text: an extract 
from an interview with Toussaint. It begins:] 

@Toussaint: It’s true that I was gambling on Mars, but 
I was fairly certain of my chances of success. 

[File note: Toussaint smiles.] 

@Toussaint: The problems on Mars were numerous. 
They had planned for 1 million colonists, they ended up 
getting less than 200,000. Getting there was too expensive, 
and they weren’t a very attractive place for immigrants, 
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meaning they were always overworked and underhanded, 
and the distance between Mars and Earth meant they 
couldn’t really trade to build up an economy. Everyone gave 
the colonies a just few more years before they collapsed 
altogether. But I saw it differendy. 1 saw an opportunity. 

[File note: The camera pans along the view from 
the marble balcony of her private estate on the New 
London aerial platform: at the bronze, gothic towers 
and the lumbering airships, down to the tree-lined 
cobblestone streets crowded with pedestrians and 
carriages below.] 

@Toussaint: What they needed was a hook, something 
to draw new people in. Sure, the colonies were popular 
when they started out in the 2020’s, when everyone was 
obsessed with science fiction fantasies of exploring other 
worlds. But they had no idea of the work that it involved: 
the backbreaking, thankless, and absolutely endless labour 
needed to organise a self-sustaining off-world colony. 1 
believe they did get one more ship of immigrants before 
they couldn’t convince anyone to join them anymore. They 
suffered from a lot of suicides. By 2036 the colony was 
almost dead. 

[File note: Toussaint laughs.] 

@Toussaint: So 1 needed to bring people back and 
steampunk was start of my solution. I changed my name 
to Lady Toussaint and started drawing up the plans for 
everything you see today. The only other thing 1 needed 
was a way to trade. Spaceflight was getting faster, cheaper, 
and more convenient, but the ships still weren’t going fast 
enough to get the sort of materials 1 needed at the price I 
wanted to supply the Earth. Then I learned about a group 
of Hungarian scientists who had finally perfected the much 
maligned German Wiederaufbau teleport, able to transport 
any kind of mineral material between two points at the 
speed of light. I bought the patent right away and used it to 
build a network of teleporter satellites, in orbit around both 
our planets. The rest, as they say, is history. 

[File note: A scene from taken from the inside one 
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of Toussaint’s shipping facilities. Robot arms put ore 
onto a conveyor belt in a cavernous bronze building 
shaped like the inside of an enormous fish. At the 
other end of the conveyor belt are narrow, iron-and- 
gold edged pipes: teleporters, designed to convert 
to ore into light-energy and transfer it to the web of 
satellites orbiting Earth and Mars. An older man with 
a waxed moustache and a top hat watches from the 
balcony above, the platform held up by two intricately 
detailed silver mermaids. He swipes his hand gravely 
across the screen of his computer tablet. He looks up 
and sees the camera, then smiles and waves. The video 
ends.] 

Less than thirty years have passed and now the total 
population of Lady Toussaint’s planet numbers almost 30 
million people, not counting the hundreds of thousands of 
visitors who arrive every year for business or for pleasure. 
Toussaint is coy when asked about her success, claiming 
that she was simply “in the right place, at the right time.” 
But timing doesn’t account for the sheer magnitude of her 
interplanetary business: a monument to the continuing 
success of global capitalism, and the power of the 
independent human thought. 

As the our need for non-renewable resources continues 
to grow, with litde chance of end in sight, and the mineral 
resources of the Earth continue to deplete, Toussaint’s 
steampunk empire is set to expand to even greater heights in 
the decades still to come. But it isn’t just mining that sustains 
the Mars economy, tourism is important too. Toussaint 
employs a novel approach to off-world businesses, making 
sure that all terrestrial products sold on Mars maintain the 
local standards, which demand a close adherence to the 
steampunk aesthetic. Immigration is controlled as well, 
and new residents are expected to learn the local dialect to 
earn their right to work and setde on the planet. The dialect, 
a colourful, class-divided combination of Victorian thieves 
cant and modern English, mixed with the neo-Victorian 
atmosphere created by the steampunk environment, helps 
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to maintain a unique illusion that makes the Mars platforms 
an increasingly popular holiday destination for wealthy 
tourists, despite the weeklong space voyage required for a 
single trip. “It’s magical,” an Armenian tourist we found in 
New London said, “Earth cities are crowded and smoggy, 
clogged up with neon billboards and flying cars. Here, it’s 
just mechanical horses, wide open avenues, and beautiful, 
beautiful architecture. Even the ads are beautiful,” she 
paused and reminisced. 

“I saw a poster on the side of a building for something 
called Jameson’s R evivicating Tonic, which I’m pretty sure 
was just an ad for whisky,” she remarked, “and it had this 
wonderfully ornate, old-fashioned writing, a picture of an 
old guy looking at a bottle through his monocle, and the 
poster was peeling at the edges. It looked like it had actually 
been glued to a wall. You don’t see that sort of thing in our 
world anymore. It’s really human and authentic, and 1 think 
we’ve forgotten how amazing that can be. You see kids 
hacking off their arms and replacing them with robot parts, 
getting hooked on drugs or the v-net. Here, it’s like traveling 
200 years back in time, to a world where people are actually 
people. When you could smell the air without the taint of 
sulphur from the terraformers, and buy your groceries from 
a person instead of using a machine. It’s stunning, simply 
stunning. I’ll be back next year!” 

The employment prospects are intoxicating too. 
In a time when low skilled jobs are disappearing due to 
snowballing improvements in AI and robotic technology, 
Toussaint’s old-fashioned humanized approach, coupled 
with controlled immigration, means that Mars’s employment 
rate is at a stunning 75%. Higher, if you take away the noble 
class of retired celebrities and industrialists, enjoying their 
20’s all over again in New London’s booming steampunk- 
inspired night life. 

[File note: A video is inserted in the text of a 
holographic Abney Park performance, recorded live 
from first-person perspective in an exotic-looking 
colosseum themed nightclub. Judging from the quality 
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of the footage, and the way camera bobs around, 
it was probably (99% sure) created from audio and 
visual data captured directly from the eyes and ears 
of a participant using a high-quality, consumer-grade 
brain chip. Source of the data points to the submitter’s 
Youtube account.] 

But Toussaint claims that, with proper organisation 
and economic management, her human staff are almost as 
efficient as machines, and that her nostalgic approach to 
employment is not just inspiring for tourists, (whose leisure 
dollars help Mars maintain its historically low ore prices,) 
but it motivates her workers too: 

“We have a real sense of community here,” 
Toussaint says during our interview, removing a bottle of 
English red from 1886 and two crystal glasses from the silver 
tray carried by her American manservant, Bartholomew. 

I shake my head, but she insists. Ever the generous host, 
she pours us both a glass. 

“A community lacking on Earth,” she says. 

She returns the botde the tray, along with a substantial tip 
for Bartholomew. His eyes go wide. 

“Buy yourself an airship,” she tells him. 

“Thank you, my lady! Thank you!” Bartholomew 

replies. 

And his eyes go wet with tears. 

I track him down in his bedroom in the palace later 
on that day. Toussaint has helpfully agreed to bank the tip 
she gave him, apparently at his request. 

“The guards... explained... that I’d be better off 
putting it into an account and letting it accrue some interest 
over time, rather than just taking it today” Bartholomew 
explains, rubbing a bruise on his arm. 

He stares down at the imported hardwood floor beneath 
his ornate single bed, and frowns. 

“I went to Lady Toussaint and she agreed to help,” 

he says. 

He looks up, sighs, and shrugs. 

“Maybe someday I’ll be able to afford an apartment 
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of my own!” 

He tells me that he lived in New York in the late 
2040’s, just after the fall of the United States and the April 
revolution: 

“Everyone was out of work and everyone was starving. 
It was bad before the socialists took control, but at least 
some of us could barely keep a roof over our heads. I sold 
everything I owned for a one-way trip to Mars and appeared 
outside the spaceport. I didn’t have the proper papers, and 
1 didn’t do the test. 1 claimed I was a refugee who believed 
in capitalism, looking for a fresh new start on Mars. The 
immigration officials didn’t know what to do with me. 
Mars is not a signatory to any Earth treaties and my request 
was totally unprecedented. They took me straight to Lady 
Toussaint, and boy, was 1 terrified. 1 prostrated myself 
before her. Said I’d heard of her planet, that I’d heard of 
her. That I’d heard that anyone who wanted to work would 
be rewarded,” he smiles. “That was almost twenty years ago 
now.” 

Bartholomew credits Toussaint with ‘saving his life’ by 
giving him a job on Mars: 

“I... wouldn’t have been happy in socialist America, 
even after they got it sorted out, and with all the jobs in 
capitalist countries slowly going to machines, I,” he pauses. 
“1 doubt 1 would have made much headway in them either,” 
he says. 

He stares out the window for a couple of seconds, 
wistfully watching the clouds roll past in the orange sky. 

“I’m... much happier here.” He looks down at the floor 
and smiles. “I don’t regret a thing.” 

Toussaint’s spectacular work on Mars is a testament 
not only to her vision, hard-work, and ingenuity, but of the 
continuing power and vitality of the free market economy. 
No other economic system would have allowed Toussaint 
the freedom, independence, and creativity required to create 
a better world for everyone on Mars. In these trying times 
of unemployment and rampant civil disobedience, her 
planet holds a promise for our future: a world where hard 
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work is truly rewarded, and the wasters know their place. 
Earth could learn a lot from Mars, and Lady Toussaint is 
a shining example of the benefits of measured risk and 
seizing opportunities. May her planet be an inspiration to us 
all. 
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11. THE UNDERDOGS 


I’ve never been to the platforms, but everyone’s seen 
the advertisements: the sprawling, brass metropolises held 
aloft by bronze balloons, with ivory fountains, fresh-water 
pools, and verdant gardens underneath the Martian copper 
sky. I’ve seen the men in top hats and tail coats; the women 
in bustles and corsets. The air-ships, the intrigue, and the 
beautiful, exotic music... But I guarantee you, cub, nothing 
on the platforms can compare to this. 

Bramcove beat is all about the mines. We reprogram our 
control collars after management turns them off at night. 
Then we head out to the dance. The Dj up there, he’ll tell 
you when to jump. And when he does, you’ll jump. He’ll tell 
you when to move, and you’ll move. And he’ll tell you when 
to stop. You’ll stop. Every step you take is registered by your 
collar and connected to a tone. And the whole shaft gets 
to be a part of that — dancing, jumping, and stopping on 
command. Together, we let the Dj make his sounds. We’ll 
fuck it up sometimes too, but that’s okay. It’s all a part of the 
experience. Someone walks off the floor, vomits, or starts a 
fight? It’s all there, right in the mix. It’s a record of the night 
as much as it’s a dance beat. And it all relies on the tools that 
the masters use to exploit us — 

“Clancy, are you bothering the cubs again?” 
someone says. 

I grin and punch the cub lighdy on the shoulder. 

“Lay off Swanson, I’m just showing him the ropes,” 
1 say. “He doesn’t mind, does he?” 

“We didn’t have anything like this in Alcester,” the 
cub replies, looking out across the sea of writhing bodies lit 
up by purple strobe lights against the red stone walls of the 
mine. 

“Now, jump!” the DJ yells. 

The crowd cheers and obeys, as the bass roars even 
louder. 

“Alcester’s a fucking hole mate,” Swanson says, 
sliding in to join the conversation. ‘You made a good choice 
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getting out of there.” 

“Actually,” 1 say, swallowing a mouthful of 
homebrew. “He was sent here on assignment.” 

“Really?” Swanson says, leaning in close. “What’s 
your department?” 

“Logistics,” the cub replies. 

Swanson glances at me with hope in his eyes. I shake my 
head. 

“What, you mean, you work around the airship?” I 

ask. 

“It’s more of an administrative role,” he replies. 
“1 look after the crates, make sure everything is packed and 
ready to go. I’m basically in charge of the cargo.” 

“Holy shit,” Swanson mutters. 

I glare at him, and he points at his mug. 

“It’s... stronger today,” Swanson says. 

Nice save. 

“That sounds like a manager’s job,” I say, turning to 
the cub. “Why were you working in the mines?” 

He shrugs. 

“It’s not as prestigious as it sounds,” he says. “It 
only takes a little bit of training. I manage the cargo when 
the airship comes in, ride it up, and handle distribution on 
the other end. Other than that, I’m an ordinary miner.” 

Swanson looks doubtfully at his scrawny little arms. 

“Trust me,” the cub says, taking a gulp of his 
homebrew. “I’m tougher than 1 look.” 

“No doubt,” Swanson replies. “Clancy, can 1 see 
you outside for a bit?” 

I look at the cub, and he nods. 

“Let’s go,” I say. 

We walk to the exit. Swanson keeps looking over 
his shoulder. He thinks he’s acting subtle, but he’s not, and 
it’s embarrassing. The cub sips at his mug, pretending not to 
notice. He’s polite. I can respect that. 

“Give it a rest, bottle-head. He’s cool,” I say. 

“Got to be sure, you know?” says Swanson. 

The music fades in the tunnels behind us. Our feet 
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clank along the catwalk, echoing deeper into the mines. The 
smell of sulphur in the air replaces the smell of sweat and 
dirt. I crane my ear, listening to the sound of air whooshing 
through caverns. I nod, satisfied. We’re far enough away 
from all the others. Swanson leans in close and whispers: 

“What do you reckon? Do you think he’ll get us 
closer to the airship?” 

“There’s no need to slobber on my ear, mate. We’re 
far enough away,” I say. 

“Well, what do you think?” Swanson asks. 

“I think we need to wait and see,” I tell him, folding 
my arms. “Signs so far are good.” 

Swanson and 1 had been planning it for months 
— the day we’d finally escape the company. They tell you, 
‘you can quit at any time’, that’s why it ain’t technically ‘slave 
labour’. The rent’s free. The wages are good. Provided you 
don’t piss em all away on food, television, or booze, which 
you definitely will because there’s nothing else to do. Yeah, 
it all looks pretty good on paper. That’s why it’s okay if 
they don’t want to help you get away. The nearest habitable 
place from here is days away on foot, in the worst space suit 
they can give you. No supplies. It’s suicide, and everyone 
knows it. Still — you hear the stories. Larry down in 
section 49 knew a guy with an aerial screw. Took him up 
to the Manchester platform for a year’s worth of wages. 
He works as a chimney sweep now, couldn’t be happier, 
or so I’ve heard. No one who’s ever left comes back. If 
1 knew how bad it was here, I would have stayed back on 
the bloody Earth. But three square meals a day with free 
accommodation and spending money seems like a great 
deal when you’re unemployed, dealing dope and rolling rich 
kids for their implants in a smog-mask underneath a metal 
sky. 

“So, you want to head back, or what?” I say, nodding 
in the direction of the party. 

Swanson coughs and spits blood against the wall. He 
shakes his head, 

“Nah, I’m done,” he says. “Tell what’s-his-name 1 


157 


Maddison Stoff 


said goodbye, oh, and Clancy?” 

“Yeah?” I ask. 

“Let me know when you want to move,” I say. 

“I won’t forget,” 1 say, and grin. 

“Good man,” he says, and claps me on the shoulder. 
“Good man.” 

He limps away and his coughing echoes down the 
tunnels behind him. The smile drops from my face. He’s a 
tough one, that Swanson. Most of us only last a couple of 
years, but Swanson? He’s been working here for almost a 
decade. You’d think they’d give him a medal or something, 
but the higher-ups barely even notice. He’s fucked his legs, 
buggered his lungs, and all he wants to do is get away and 
see the bronze before he dies. 1 wish 1 could get him there 
sooner. But we’ll need to do a lot of risky shit to pull it off. 
1 have to be sure that it works. 

1 return to the party, and look around the room to 
see the cub. He’s dancing with a couple of chicks from the 
B-tunnels and drinking heavily. I cross the floor. 

“Heeey!” he says, red-faced and beaming. “This 
place is amazing!” 

“I told you,” 1 say. 

“They don’t have anything like this on the 
platforms!” 

He laughs. It sends a shiver down my spine. 

Something’s not quite right about this cub. His story 
checks out. Sent in from Alcester to fill a demand: well, 
our cargo manager died the other week, so that seems okay, 
plus he’s nice enough. Hard-working, but he bothers me 
sometimes. It’s nothing in particular, and 1 don’t think he 
really deserves it. Still, I feel the way I feel. 

‘You’re drunk,” 1 reply. 

“You’re drunk,” he says, hitting me lightly on the 

chest. 

I smile. I’ve probably got nothing to worry about, but I 
need to be sure before I bring him on the team. Even if I do 
want to rush it. Even if Swanson is sick. I know, it’s fucked, 
but I have to know for sure. 
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There’s a funny kind of feeling in the air the 
morning after one of our parties. You’ve shared something 
with the people around you, but you can’t let anyone know. 
The raves work like the homebrew, the drug trade, or any of 
the other clandestine amusements we’ve set up for ourselves 
in the tunnels. Administration wouldn’t like it, so they don’t 
get to know. But there’s always the memories. Lingering 
effects. It makes the world feel different. Regular, but kind 
of hazy. Like you’ve stumbled into Twin Peaks or something. 

The cub is digging in a spider on the rock wall of the 
tunnel, one hand on the levers, and the other on his head. 
He winces every time he fires up the drills. I look over my 
shoulder to see if the guards are watching, and my piston- 
powered spider legs carry me up and off the catwalk his 
side. 1 hit the lever for the brake. Steam pours from the 
joints as the machinery clunks to a halt. 

“Rough night, huh?” I say. 

He looks at me, pale with bloodshot eyes. 

“Stuff kicks like a mule. 1 almost missed the call for 
work this morning,” he says. 

He hits the lever for the drill, extracts some ore from the 
vein, hits another lever and puts it in the carrier. 

“Word of advice,” 1 say. “Keep it to yourself. None 
of us are meant to be drinking.” 

He straightens. Wipes the sweat from his brow. 

“What?” he says. 

“I’m serious,” I tell him. “You don’t want to be the 
one that gets the club taken down.” 

He goes back to the levers, faster than before. He pauses. 

“This is hell,” he groans. 

“Welcome to Horwich. Don’t drink so much next 

time.” 

1 release the brake and move my spider down along 
the tunnel to my designated vein. The spider’s metal feet 
clatter down the catwalk. I’m a litde sad that the work roster 
didn’t put me with the cub today, but I guess it gives me time 
to think it through a little longer. Swanson sees me coming 
down the tunnel. He pivots his spider, and waves with the 
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drill. 1 spin mine. 

“Feeling better?” I ask when we’re close. 

Swanson shrugs. 

“You’re with me today?” he asks. 

‘Yeah,” 1 nod. 

He gestures at the other side of the tunnel. 

“You can start over there, I guess,” he says. 

I drill, take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the 
carrier. 

Staff announcement: the company lottery will be drawn at 
the end of the week. Don’t miss your chance to win afree, all-expenses 
paid trip foryou, andyour spouse, to the New London aerialplatform. 
Only 560 Martian Pounds for your chance to win. 

Fucking likely. Wonder if there even is a prize? I drill, 
take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the carrier. 

Staff announcement. A hard worker is a happy worker. 
Make sure your exoskeletons are kept in proper working order. 
Workers falling below the productivity standards will be heavily 
penalised. Faulty equipment is not an excuse. For details, see your 
area manager. Quantum Mars, Join the next generation! 

1 drill, take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the 
carrier. 

“The cub was wasted this morning,” I say. 

1 drill, take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the 
carrier. 

“Yeah,” Swanson says, “I’ll bet.” 

1 drill, take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the 
carrier. 

“First time I went to the ‘beat,” he continues, “I 
didn’t even get home the next day. 1 woke up with some girl 
in an E-shaft, miles away from the houses or the work site. 
1 was almost late for my shift.” 

1 drill, take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the 
carrier. 

Staff announcement: The new season of TLeal Sky-Pirate 
Mistresses of New London’ is available on the company network! 
Watch as long as you likeforjust 1 Martian Poundper minute in high 
resolution, streaming video. Quantum Mars, Join the next generation. 
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Something explodes. Swanson and I turn in the direction 
of the sound. He stops mining and scuttles towards it. I 
follow him. 

The cub is there, surrounded by browncoat 
security. His drill is busted up. It’s black and smoking. He 
looks apologetic. There’s a crack running down the side of 
the wall, stitched together by the pulsing green light of the 
emergency force-field. Looks like he almost took down the 
entire tunnel. The guards are hassling him. They want him 
to talk. What if he tells them about the rave? 

“You’ve busted up your spider, almost lost the 
tunnel. Do you have any idea how much this damage will 
cost us to repair?” one of the guards says, pressing the brass 
cone of his heat-ray into the cub’s chest. 

“Look, I’m sorry,” says the cub, “I just don’t know 
what happened. 1 must have held it down too long or 
something. The drill just punched right through!” 

“It will cost at least a year of wages,” another 
guard continues, “Unless there’s something you can tell us. 
Perhaps your judgment was impaired...” 

They know? Of course they know. All they need is proof. 
Come on cub, don’t let us down. 

“I...” he pauses. 

Ah, come on! 

“No,” he says. “No.” 

He shakes his head. 

“I have trouble sleeping sometimes. It says so on 

my file.” 

“Getting to bed on time is your problem,” the first 
guard says, lowering his pistol. 

The cub looks away. 

“I’ve done the math,” the other guard continues. 
“We’ll have garnish 90% of your wages for the next 24 
months to pay for repairs to the tunnel, your spider, and the 
rental for the new one we’ll be getting you today. Are you 
sure there’s nothing else you can tell us?” 

“No, nothing else.” the kid says. 

“Suit yourself.” the guard grunts. 
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He turns to look at us. 

“What are you doing out of your section? Get back 
to work!” 

We turn, and walk away. 

“Remind me to send that cub a bucket of oranges,” 
Swanson says. 

“Do you have any idea how much that costs?” I 

reply. 

“Huh,” he says. “It’s a figure of speech.” 

We return to our positions on the wall. I drill, take the ore 
from the tunnel, and place it in the carrier. 

“Have you made up your mind about the kid yet?” 
Swanson asks, with desperation in his eyes. 

1 drill, take the ore from the tunnel, and place it in the 
carrier. 

“Yeah,” I tell him, looking at the wall. “I’ll talk to 
him tonight.” 

That night, I find the new kid in the dining hall 
standing by the buffet table, looking helplessly at the price 
stickers attached to all the appetizing dishes. He sighs, and 
setdes for the complimentary gruel. 

“What do you want?” 1 ask him, “Come on, it’s my 

shout.” 

“Nothing in the buffet is under twenty pounds,” the 
cub replies, “Why is everything in your mine so... bloody 
expensive?” 

He tastes the gruel with his finger and crinkles up his 
nose. I grab some roast vat-meat and mashed potatoes, a 
spoonful of beans. There goes half today’s salary. 

“Are we more expensive than Alcester?” I ask. 

“I guess not...” the cub says, and shrugs. 
“Everything is expensive to me now. Except this awful 
gruel.” 

He looks doubtfully at the bowl. 

‘You can thank our legal team for that,” 1 say. 
“Someone threatened to sue the company when they 
realized that a lot of the miners couldn’t actually afford to 
eat. The boys in legal made them change it. Didn’t say they 
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had to make the option any good.” 

I grab a double serving of the meat. There goes the rest. 
“This one’s yours when we get to the table,” 1 say. 
“You’ve earned it, after what you did for us today.” 

We sit together, and I pass him the meat. 

Staff announcement. Consumption or possession of 
intoxicating materials is strictb) forbidden. If you have any details 
on the distribution or production of these substances, please contact 
the workers protection authority immediately. Generous rewards apply 
of up to 500 Martian Pounds. Quantum Mars, Join The Next 
Generation. 

“They’re not too bad if you put them together,” 1 tell 
him, pointing from the meat to the gruel. 

“Ugh,” he says, and swallows. “I’d almost rather 

starve.” 

“Listen,” I say, leaning in close. “How would you 
like to get out of here?” 

The cub frowns. 

“You mean, get away from the mine?” he asks. 
“Promise you can keep a secret?” I say. “This one’s 
bigger than the last.” 

“Okay...” he says. 

“We’re planning on stealing the airship,” I say. 

His eyes go wide. 

“And you need me to help get you aboard,” he says. 
“It’d help us, yeah. Can you do it?” I ask. 

He pauses for a moment, then he smiles. 

A few hours later, I visit Swanson at the dorm. 1 tell 
him the good news: 

“The new kid is in on the plan?” he asks me. 
“Yeah,” I say softly. “Apparently the airship is being 
packed tonight. We’re leaving in a couple of hours.” 

“Thank you Clancy, thank you,” he shouts. 

He hugs me. 

“Keep your voice down,” 1 hiss. “The guards will 

hear us.” 

“Sorry, I’m just - ah, 1 can’t believe it, you know? 
I’m going to the platforms!” he practically sings. 
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Swanson packs a battered waist-coat, pocketputer, 
and a roll of faded day-clothes into a canvas bag and slings 
it over his shoulder. 1 look at him with pity. 

“You’ve been waiting for this for a long time, 
haven’t you?” I ask. 

“Yeah,” he says. “I have a son, you know?” 

“What?” I ask. 

I’ve never heard of this. 

“He lives on the New London platform with an old 
flame of mine. Haven’t spoken to either of ‘em in years,” 
Swanson says. “I’d love to look ‘em up.” 

1 put my arm around his shoulder. 

“You’ll see them soon enough,” I say. 

“You’re a good friend, Clancy. Thank you, thank 
you,” Swanson says. 

We pack, leave the residential area, and head toward 
the loading bay. I’m sick with anxiety and anticipation as we 
jog down empty corridors. We don’t see any guards or other 
miners. 

“This is our lucky night,” says Swanson. “Nobody 
else is here.” 

“Yeah,” I say. 

But it makes me uneasy. Why does it make me uneasy? We 
reach the hanger. The cub is there, carrying a brass tablet. 
The airship is waiting. He smiles and waves us aboard. 

“Come in, come in,” he tells us. “I got them to leave 
us alone. Said the guards watching stocktake were making 
me nervous. You can climb into the crates over here.” 

He chuckles. 

“Hey thanks a lot for doing this for us, cub. It means 
a lot to me,” Swanson says, climbing into one of the crates. 

“Where did they go? They weren’t outside either,” 
1 remark. 

“I don’t know,” says the cub. “I think they said they 
were going to the kitchen, or something?” 

“They’re not too invested in guarding the airship,” 

1 say. 

“No-one ever tries to break in,” says the cub. “It’s 
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an auto-flyer. What would be the point?” 

He shrugs. I don’t like this. 

Swanson looks at me pleadingly from inside the 

box. 

“Come on man, come on,” he says. 

“You can’t let them see you up at the warehouse,” 
the cub urges. “Come on, get inside the box.” 

I shrug and climb into the crate. Somebody knocks at 
the door. 

“Hey,” somebody says. “Richard, are you done 

yet?” 

His name is Richard. 1 didn’t know that. Did I ever think 
to ask? 

“Just a second!” shouts the cub. 

He slides the box lid over Swanson. It clicks into place. 

“Trust me,” he says. 

He swipes his hand across the tablet. 

I feel the airship lurching upwards, lifting into the 
air. 1 hear the anchor-chains tighten, then release. 

The knocking at the door becomes a banging — 

“Hey! What are you doing? Open up!” somebody 

shouts. 

Richard grins and seals my box. 1 hear the hanger doors 
open, and then - 

Oh shit, this is really happening! 1 think of 
Swanson reunited with his family. 1 think of Larry’s friend, 
the chimney sweep, and his new life in the shining, Martian 
city. I think of the fountains, and the gardens, and balloons. 
1 think of Sydney, of my old life beneath the shadow of the 
Hockey dome, of the endless shanty-suburbs that they hide 
from all the tourists and it almost makes me cry... Finally, 
my real life can begin. 

The airship bumps to a halt. 1 hear the hissing 
anchors shooting up to secure the vehicle. After a few 
moments, the lid is lifted from my box. 

“Welcome to New London,” Richard says, lowering 
his hand. 

I take it, rising out of the crate to squint in the shining 
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orange light of day. 

The New London hanger is a long, shining 
platform, high in the sky and looking out across the endless 
Martian desert. A force-field shimmers on the threshold, 
holding in the air. The walls are lined with poplar trees and 
impossibly gigantic columns, curving up to hold a roof of 
moulded brass inlaid with marble statues flecked and framed 
with gold. It takes my breath away. 

“Wow...” breathes Swanson, coming up beside 
me. 

“Wow,” I say. 

Richard waits. 

I’m suddenly conscious of the presence of strangers 
all around us. Airships, coming and going. Workers, carrying 
boxes — 

“Richard, what are we doing?” 1 hiss. “There are 
people everywhere. How are we going to get away?” 

Richard laughs. 

“They don’t care about us. They’ve got their jobs to 
do. Come on. I’ll show you to the exit.” 

He leads us across the platform to a tall door, marked 
with a neon green sign reading ‘exit’ — same as you’d see 
anywhere else. A security guard in a bowler hat and monocle 
slouches in the booth beside us reading Maxim STEAM. He 
shows us litde interest. One of his arms is an implant made 
from polished wood and silver, with a plexiglass window 
exposing lines of tiny, golden gears. 

Swanson starts — giggling. Like a bloody girl! I punch his 
arm to tell him to shut him up. We go through the doors and 
out on to the street. A robotic horse trots past us, billowing 
steam, carrying a carriage-load of laughing passengers — 
men and women in beautiful Victorian gowns and hats. The 
driver flicks the bot-remote with a digitalised crack. The 
horse neighs. 

“Did you ever wonder,” Richard asks. “Why 1 didn’t 
do this for myself?” 

“What?” I say. “What do you mean?” 

“It’s not like 1 needed you two to get into the city.” 
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I look at Swanson, then at Richard. 1 narrow my eyes. 

“Sorry old chaps,” Richard remarks in the pseudo- 
British chipper of the Martian upper-classes. 

He flashes a badge. Swanson stops grinning. He widens 
his eyes in animal fear. 

“Asset protection,” Richard says. “The manager 
knew about your plan and sent me to the mine to investigate.” 

Pretentious fucking asshole. I’d love to bust his face. 

“This is the end of the road,” he says. 

“Oh you limey motherfucker,” 1 spit. 

“Stealing an airship is against the law,” Richard 
replies, feigning shock. “Did you really think you were going 
to get away with it?” 

He removes his tablet from his jacket and swipes his 
hand across its face. My collar gives me an electric shock, 
and I scream. It brings me to my knees. 

“No way we’re getting out of this then, is there?” 
1 ask, staring up at Richard with undisguised contempt. He 
meets my stare, and doesn’t flinch away. 

“Sorry chaps. That’s the law. Rule 35 of section 26 
of your contract says...” 

“I know what it fucking says,” I tell him. 

“Right, well.” 

He taps the screen of his tablet. 

“Off you go,” he says. 

The collar injects its barbs into my central nervous 
system, seizing control of my body. This time 1 don’t 
scream. I get up, as Richard directs me, and march towards 
the police station. 1 have no power to resist. This is what the 
collars were made for: a guarantee of our final obedience, 
given to our employers by contracts we signed to escape 
from Earth. In the Bramcove Beat, their power is inverted: 
we obey, because we want to hear the music. We dissent, 
because we’re free. But all of that is over now. I doubt we’ll 
ever get to see the dance again. 

Swanson stares forward with glazed-over eyes. His 
body is moving, but his mind is somewhere else. 

“Sorry mate,” I tell him. “1 didn’t think it was going 
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to end this way.” 

Swanson smiles — a hopeless sort of look. 

“At least 1 got to see the platforms,” he says, and 
coughs. “They’re as beautiful as 1 hoped they’d be.” 
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12. WHISTLEBLOWER 


[auspol.txt: an Al-recorded transcript of an 
interview with an anonymous Australian politician, 
secured from the darknet, 12.02.69. Source: unknown. 
Requires further investigation.] 

@Anon: The old guard was defeated by their 
sentimentalism, their attachment to archaic or irrational 
traditions, even when they took away from the changes they 
were trying to achieve. My group was different. We had no 
traditions. We just had goals. Everything else was open to 
debate. 

@Neoleaks: To which group are you referring here? 

@Anon: I can’t say. Too many details and they’ll find me 
out (the sound of snapping fingers) like that. 

@Neoleaks: To be clear, though, you are referring to a 
specific faction in a specific political party, and the policy 
decisions they made that knowingly laid the groundwork for 
the present-day Republic of Australia? 

@Anon: 1 am referring to the party 1 was a part of and 
the events 1 saw occur there, yes. 

@Neoleaks: But you suspect the other party was 
involved? 

@Anon: Both major parties had to be persuaded to 
create the republic. We didn’t actually come together until 
after that. 

@Neoleaks: A lot of politicians in Australia supported 
the monarchy. 

@Anon: You’d be surprised how quickly their opinions 
changed once they realised it would be a good chance to 
write up a second constitution. 

@Neoleaks: And a bill of human rights. 

@Anon: That was the other thing that helped persuade 
them. They’d been talking about it since the late 2010’s as 
a way to get out of our obligations towards asylum seekers 
without breaking the UN refugee convention. Europe in 
particular would have hounded us for that. 
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@Neoleaks: Europe weren’t upset about you founding 
the republic? 

@Anon: We were very careful that they wouldn’t be. We 
said that the Republic of Australia was a new country and, 
as such, we wouldn’t be holding on to any of old treaties 
and agreements we’d signed when we were a monarchy. 
There was quite a bit of grumbling after that. 

@Neoleaks: But no serious diplomatic repercussions? 

@Anon: Well, we framed the original decision as being 
more about our right to ‘self-determination’ than our 
changing any laws. We were already in the shit for the way 
the previous governments had circumvented our asylum 
seeker obligations, so we just had to improve on that. We 
were very liberal for the next decade that followed. 

@Neoleaks: And after that? 

@Anon: We secured our borders. Slowly, through the 
introduction of increasingly strict laws governing all types 
of immigrants, not just asylum seekers. 

@Neoleaks: And nobody complained about that? 

@Anon: The world was pretty different then. The 
EU had fell apart. Heaps of member countries were 
collapsing into open civil war. A lot of people blamed that 
on immigration, and after ten years of open borders here, 
they were starting to see similar signs in our society. The 
dome in Sydney, for example, came about because the outer 
suburbs were becoming overcrowded. We said we wanted to 
preserve the ‘beauty and safety’ of the central business area, 
for Australians and the local tourist industry. It was actually 
regarded as a populist decision. 

@Neoleaks: Did you plan for all of that? 

@Anon: We planned the overcrowding, but we didn’t 
know how things would go in Europe. That was just a 
fortunate coincidence. Everything else went exactly how we 
supposed it would, yes. 

@Neoleaks: Were you worried about similar social 
changes happening in Australia? 

@Anon: Some of us were, yes, but the rest of us knew 
it wasn’t really refugees that caused the EU to collapse. 
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Australia’s always been a fairly multicultural society. We just 
have a vocal minority of people who get upset whenever a 
new group joins the melting pot. 

@Neoleaks: So the problem there was really nationalism? 

@Anon: That’s the way we saw it. We’d cracked down 
on most of our nationalist groups after the initial rush of 
immigration started. 

@Neoleaks: And when you started closing down the 
borders? 

@Anon: We kept going. We wanted to move past 
nationalism into a more inclusive patriotism. It was 
Team Australia all over again, without the classism and 
xenophobia inherent in the earlier position. We talked about 
the meritocracy, and were careful to keep any judgements 
on race or religious values out of our rhetoric. Most of the 
immigrants coming through back then [file note: in the 
middle 2030’s,] were white Europeans, escaping war and 
persecution in their homelands. It was easy to turn them 
away for economic reasons without creating unnecessary 
divisions over race. 

@Neoleaks: Would you say you were creating an 
egalitarian society? 

@Anon: That was the implication we wanted everyone 
to draw. All of our hands-off approach to lawmaking was 
supposedly motivated by a desire to increase social liberty. It 
was how we convinced even a lot of the millennials to vote 
for us eventually. 

@Neoleaks: Let’s talk about the millennials. In a lot 
of ways they were the forerunners to our current younger, 
more progressive generation. 

@Anon: They were terrifying to begin with, especially 
in the early 2020’s. When the boomers started dying, just 
before the age-reduction drugs [file note: Elixir] came 
onto the market, we honestly believed the plan was over. 
We almost lost an election to the bloody Greens, even with 
the Liberal-Labor merger. We would’ve had a very different 
country if they’d won. 

@Neoleaks: How did you deal with all of that? 
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@Anon: There was a real divide between the left and 
right on economic issues in the millennial demographic, but 
most of them claimed to be working towards a rationalist, 
egalitarian society. So by removing government influence on 
issues where it either helped us to remove them, or didn’t do 
us any favours to retain them, say, the prohibitions on drugs 
or gay marriage, we were able to sweep up the majority 
of the millennial votes while still managing to achieve 
our higher goals: that is, strengthening socio-economic 
stratification while decreasing the possibilities for upwards 
movement, and using our perceived focus on ‘social issues’ 
to avoid sustained analysis on our economic policies. 

@Neoleaks: The millennials didn’t notice all of that? 

@Anon: (laughs) Of course the millennials noticed! The 
communists did anyway. But by the time their braying was 
anywhere close to affecting public opinion, we were already 
in the early 2050’s, and a combination of the influence of 
Elixir and the culture we’d encouraged meant that they were 
no longer that important when it came to politics. And 
anyway, they were getting really sick and jaded. They felt 
our undermining of worker rights and privileges more than 
any other demographic, as we’d planned. 

@Neoleaks: Let’s talk about the generation that followed 
the millennials: the so-called ‘last’, or ‘patriot’ generation. 
There was a lot of ideological crossover between them and 
the boomers? 

@Anon: They were mostly the millennials kids. They saw 
what had happened to their parents, and they wanted to avoid 
their fate. They also saw what happened to the boomers. 
This, coupled with a robust education in the benefits of 
free-market capitalism and small government provided 
by popular culture, academia, and the journalists that we 
controlled, meant that we raised a generation of defenders 
of the meritocracy. There were still a few dissenters, but 
their cultural output was either blocked or re-interpreted 
to sustain the status quo. We showed them there was litde 
future in rebellion, and why bother in a freedom-loving 
democratic meritocracy where only thing that separates the 
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economic classes is hard work and individual choices? It’s 
almost like a whine because you’re lazy. The very definition 
of a waster, (laughs) 

@Neoleaks: You almost happy about it. 

@Anon: If I was too happy about it, I wouldn’t be 
here, but it’s hard not to be a litde bit impressed. In three 
generations we managed to single-handedly determine the 
direction of Australian culture. We weren’t the first to try. 

@Neoleaks: But things are different now? 

@Anon: The ones in charge today are different. Or 
maybe I’m just getting older, 1 don’t know. They say that it’s 
the only way to stop the instability we’re seeing: apparendy 
we’re overdue for a collapse, but I don’t know. There has to 
be another way. 

@Neoleaks: What are you referring to exactly? 

@Anon: Something is about to happen that will change 
the course of human history forever. I can’t tell you what it 
is. But if you have a chip inside your head, now’s the time 
to have it taken out. 

@Neoleaks: Something worse than ‘rational capitalist’ 
academic theory? 

@Anon: (laughs) Oh god, yes. It’ll make that coup look 
like child’s play. 

@Neoleaks: But you’re not going to tell us what it is? 

@Anon: If I tell you, then they’ll find me, and 1 can’t 
help anyone again, (heavy sigh) Things are bad now, but 
they’re about to get a hell of a lot worse. You’ll need people 
around like me. People who saw it. People who can speak. 
Otherwise they’ll succeed and the world will change forever. 
You don’t want them to win. 

@Neoleaks: Have you got anything more to say to our 
listeners tonight? 

@Anon: Get your chips removed as soon as possible. 1 
can’t tell you how dire it is, but I promise, when the time is 
right... 1 can tell you everything. 

@Neoleaks: Thank you for speaking with us. 

@Anon: My pleasure. And sorry again for what’s about 
to happen. If I knew how far they were going to go, well_ 
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Let’s just say that I regret a lot of things. 
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13. REPUBLIC DAY 

We’re probably about to be arrested. 

Imports from Mars are up by over 200% as the demand for the 
FG-2 streamline finally exceeds the tradable resources of the Earth. 

But this is more important than that. 

Martian authorities are convinced that the teleporter network is 
strong enough to handle the additional strain, but Earth scientists are 
sceptical, saying we should slow down on mind implant production. 

We are making history. 

1 watch the silver dome rise above the stinking 
slums of suburban Sydney through the window of my 
mother’s flying van. 1 listen to the radio, and think about 
what we’re about to do. 

“We can’t rely entirely on Martian industry for our terrestrial 
economy. ” Dr. Wilhelm Franklyn from the University of Melbourne 
said. “1f the transfer is interrupted, or if Mars decides to increase the 
price of their materials, we’ll collapse the local markets overnight, ” 

Everyone remembers the millennials, the so-called 
‘waster generation’: too lazy to work for a living or seize 
their own intuitive, they’d complain about producers being 
rich... 

But corporate activist]asmine Freemantle believes this would be an 
unacceptable limitation on the free-market economy. 

But they’d never do anything about it. 

“This is a regressive step towards the liberal, irrational society that 
cost us a generation of workers and consumers, ” she has said. 

They were too distracted: fixated on their smart phones 
and computer games. 

‘Took at our success with the Elixir drugs, or legal marijuana. 
That didn’t come aboutfrom artificial limitations on our industry, ” 

But my generation will be different. 

“Governments saw potential in those areas, and decided to 
relinquish their control. That’s the same thing that needs to happen 
here!” 

We’re going to fight for our beliefs. Our van pulls up 
outside the entry checkpoint, hovering in the air beside the 
dome. Mum shows the police her pass, and they smile and 
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wave her through. We pass through the central area of pipes 
and wires that helps maintain the dual appearance of the 
structure: outside, metallic and unyielding. Inside, blue skies 
and immaculate weather. Easy to forget it’s there at all. 

In other news, the annual Republic Day ceremony in 
the Joe Hockey Memorial Dome is already in full swing, 
with entertainers from London and Beijing getting ready to 
perform their part of the celebration. 

“Do we really have to listen to the ABC?” Adam 

hisses. 

Qianhui shushes him. 

“Yes,” Mum says. “I don’t want them asking any 
questions.” 

The president has arrived to make his opening speech. 

The radio plays a short burst of Workers and Wasters, the 
Australian national anthem. The president speaks: 

Thank you, thank you. The Republic of Australia is pleased to 
announce the 21 st annual Republic Day Extravaganza... 

We reach the checkpoint on the other side. The police 
check mums pass again and nod at one another, opening the 
gateway to the dome. The sparkling blue harbor and glittering 
towers of central Sydney gradually reveal themselves as 
the metal parts to let us in. Mum presses a button on the 
dashboard and the walls of the van become transparent, 
and Adam and Qianhui press their faces up against them, 
chattering to each other in breathless Mandarin. 

Growing up in the slums, they’d usually be banned 
from central Sydney, but Mum’s a singer in the opening 
ceremony. She’s wealthy and respectable, an Australian 
patriot. She only had to ask to be allowed to bring her 
‘family’ along, including Adam and Qianhui. Only Mum and 
1 are actually related. The government would know that if 
they checked our metadata, but people like us are allowed to 
function as we please. They don’t expect we’ll give them any 
trouble. 

The harbour is impressive, but dull to me from 
overexposure. 1 feel a twinge of guilt at that. At least my 
friends are having fun. 
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“Macy, this is... amazing,” Qianhui breathes. 

I smile. 1 should probably still try to enjoy it while I can. 
Best case scenario our passes will be worthless after this. 

“It’s beautiful,” I agree. 

1 look out across the ocean, at the horizon cut 
off by the glassy lattice of the dome: a literal separation 
between rich and poor, named after an innovative but 
spectacularly unpopular politician who attempted to create 
a similar divide with his economic policies in the middle 
2010’s. Patriots see him as a hero. The rest of us see him 
as an early forerunner to everything we fight against today. 
Either way, it is a fitting legacy. 

“But it comes at such a cost,” I say. 

“It makes me sick,” Adam says. 

“This is what we’re fighting for,” I tell them. “All of 
this, for the many. Not just the lucky few.” 

“To advance Australia fair,” Qianhui says, reciting our 
motto. 

“For we are young and free,” I reply. 

The van hovers by the entrance to the opera house, 
waiting for the signal to approach. 

“Remember to keep quiet about our politics once 
we get inside,” Mum says. “All of us are meant to look like 
patriots.” 

“And there are cameras everywhere,” I say. “Don’t 
let it slip by for a second.” 

Adam nods gravely. Police by the entrance wave us down. 

“Are you ready for this Qianhui?” I say. 

She’s staring out the window, looking at the crowds. 

“So many people...” she says. “Why are there so 
many people?” 

“They come from all around the country,” I reply. 

She would have seen it on the v-net, of course. But 
the scale of it is different when you’re there. Things look 
brighter, more alive. 

“I’m not sure I can do it.” Qianhui says. 

I put my arm around her shoulder. 

“You’ll be fine,” 1 say. “Just smile and try to look 
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relaxed.” 

Adam looks uncomfortable too, but he’s trying hard to 
hide it. We’re jolted slighdy in our seats as the van touches 
down against the ground. 

“Big smiles, everybody,” Mum says. “Away we go.” 

The doors open. There’s noise, light, and the sounds 
of celebration. Pro-system Australian hip-hop from a live 
performance just around the bay. 

“And now the performers are beginning to arrive,” 
a journalist says, surrounded by buzzing camera drones. 
“Here’s Larissa Riley and her family...” 

Mum smiles. I can imagine how it looks now on the 
broadcast. The camera zooms in, showing off her milk- 
white teeth. 

Adam goes to shield his face, but I notice and 
knock his hand away. Qianhui blushes, smiling sweedy. 

“Aren’t they just the cutest in their matching Aussie 
flag tuxedos?” the journalist remarks. 

The drones swarm and fly away. 

“And over here, the dancing girls have finally 
arrived...” 

We push through the crowds to the building. We see our 
van lift off and fly away to find a park. The guards scan us 
for weapons and explosives. Mum kisses us goodbye and 
walks towards the green room. 

“This way,” one of the policemen says, ushering us 
to the front row of the auditorium. 

Adam and Qianhui are staring at the walls and ceiling, 
mouths agape. All of us should have seen this place 
before, should be acting like we’d seen this place before: 
any Australian who hadn’t would be too suspicious. But the 
policeman, out of thoughtlessness or politeness, doesn’t 
notice. Good, I smile, great. We might get through this 
after all. We take our seats by the stage, the dull sound of 
conversation from journalists and celebrates is roaring all 
around us. The policeman bows and moves away. 

“I thought they’d comment on our undershirts 
for sure,” Adam hisses. “It’s not like it’s even cool outside 
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today.” 

“They’re too polite for that,” 1 say. 

1 look from side to side to see if anyone is watching. I 
lean in close to Adam: 

“Besides, they don’t suspect a thing.” 

The lights go dark. 

“Ladies and gendeman...” 

The talking stops abrupdy. A greying man in a flowing, 
sparkling jacket has stepped onto the stage. The grey’s an 
affectation. He’s clearly too rich to be aging: 

“Welcome... to the 21 st Annual Republic Day 
Extravaganza!” 

The crowd stands up and cheers. We clap our hands and 
smile while camera drones whizz overhead. This is the worst 
part: pretending to care about Republic Day. At home, you 
could lock yourself away and play VR until your eyes bled. 
Here, there’s nothing else to do but watch. Pretend that 
you enjoy yourself. Adam cheers like all the rest, but he’s 
fingering the buttons on his jacket. Soon, Adam, Soon. We 
won’t be here for long. 

1 look around. Suddenly I’m conscious of the 
presence of police. Men, mostly: late-teens and early 
twenties, fingers nervously resting on the triggers of their 
sonic submachine guns. You never get to see them in the 
broadcasts: their armour renders them invisible to cameras, 
reduced to human-shaped outlines in the air. You can see it 
if you know what you’re looking for, though the media and 
the government like to act as though you can’t. But show 
them a picture of an aboriginal man being beaten to death 
by police in the northern territory - abstract shapes kicking 
and punching a person on the ground — and they can’t give 
you any other answers. Poltergeists, we call them. They’re 
malicious spirits, and like the ghosts of old you can’t report 
them. No one will believe you. 

“.. .Larissa Riley!” 

1 look up at the mention of my mother. She steps out, 
resplendent in a shining golden dress. 

“I come from a land down-under...” she sings. 
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Team Australia. Her greatest hit. I’ve always hated this 
song. 

“Where the women glow and the men wonder...” 

The strings rise in the background. 

“Will you let, let them steal, our thunder?” 

The lights go dark. Single spot on mum: 

“You better work, you better try much harder...” 

The music stops. Here it comes... 

“You’d better work!” Mum shouts. 

Holographic fireworks shoot into the air over heavy 
dubstep bass beats as mum struts across the stage, stepping 
out of her tearaway dress to reveal her black fishnet stockings 
and matching nipple tassels. Lights flash. The crowd cheers. 

‘You'd better work!” she shouts. 

Mum always said she intended the song to be satirical. 
By re-appropriating the classic tune by Men at Work and 
transforming it into a patriotic anthem about the joys of 
working for the system, she hoped to make a comment 
on the ways the patriots had ignored the message of the 
original song, itself a criticism of Australian culture, and 
used it to promote their own agendas. Of course the same 
thing happened with her own work, and now she’s playing 
on Republic Day. You could see her argument from the 
context of the single: as a part of an album called The Great 
Australian Joke. But nobody listens to albums anymore. It 
was rare enough to do so back when she recorded it. 

“You better die...” Mum growls. 

That part would be censored in the broadcast. I can see a 
couple of other VIPS are wincing. 

“The kids like it,” someone behind me says. 

“I don’t like it. Too subversive,” someone else replies. 

“You’d better die...” Mum growls. 

1 look at Qianhui and Adam. Still smiling, but clearly 
thinking of the time. Adam bites his lip. Qianhui picks at 
her nails. 

“You’d better...” 

There’s a break in the music. This is our cue. I straighten up 
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in my seat. 

“WORK!” 

The audience cheers. 

“Thank you!” the announcer says. “Everybody, 
give it up for Australia’s own... Larissa Riley!” 

We stand up. 

There’s a wave of troubled conversation as 
everybody turns around to look at us. The drones appear 
confused. Some swarm towards us, others teeter at the 
edges of the room, uncertain how handle our disruption. I 
unbutton my coat... 

“No more, from Mars! We won’t mine their rocks 
or ours!” I shout. 

The drones switch off their cameras and buzz away. It 
would have only been on the air for a couple of seconds, 
but a second on a live broadcast is enough to show dissent. 
It’s more than anybody in this country would have seen for 
years. Mum is smiling. My friends join me: 

“No more, from Mars! We won’t mine their rocks 
or ours!” 

The police aim their sonic guns at us, unsure of 
what to do. One in the front holds his forehead, nodding, 
talking to someone with the chip in his head. He holds up a 
hand to the other officers, then gestures at one of them to 
come to him. He whispers something in their ear... 

“No more, from Mars! We won’t mine their rocks or —“ 

I see a sudden flash of colour. I stop chanting and Mum 
looks appalled. 

“What... what the hell were we just doing?” I ask. 

1 look at the strangers beside me: wasters, looking 
towards me in shock, wearing hand-printed t-shirts with 
anti-corporate slogans smeared across the front like human 
excrement. 

“Mining is vital to the growth of local industry!” 
1 tell them, unable to hold back my contempt. “Do you 
expect us to live in the trees?” 

“You’re wearing one too...” the girl says, looking 

scared. 
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I look down and see it, but I struggle to believe. 1 button 
up my tuxedo coat and frown. 

“Macy, are you okay?” the guy asks, putting his 
hand on my shoulder. 

I shrug him away. 

“Who are you and how do you know my name?” I 

reply. 

“I’m so sorry,” Mum says, taking back the 
microphone. “I had no idea they planned to do this.” 

“Planned?” I ask. “I don’t even know why we’re 

here...” 

My head hurts. I sit down, trying to collect my thoughts. I 
remember coming here in the van, being very excited about 
seeing Mum perform. And then she played my favourite 
song, Team Australia , about the importance of working 
to contribute to our great society and not being a useless 
waster... 1 didn’t see how I could have done... how I could 
have worn a shirt that... What were we doing here again? 

“Oh, 1 see.” Mum says. “It’s those selfish little 
wasters leading her astray. I don’t know how they got in here 
or got her into that t-shirt, but they have to be responsible! 
Slum dwellers always shirk their obligations.” 

There’s a murmur of agreement from the crowd. The 
police move in to apprehend them. 

“Macy!” the girl shouts, “Macy! What are they 

doing?” 

How does she know my name? 

I’m so confused. 1 came here in the van, I was wearing a 
tuxedo! I was excited about seeing mum perform. Someone 
said something about wearing a shirt? Was it the stranger 
from before? But how could I have put it on? 1 love industry. 
1 love technology. The rich are rich because they’ve worked 
hard and they deserve it. The poor are poor because they’re 
lazy! 1 start to cry. What’s going on? 

“Take them away. Take those stupid wasters out of 
here!” Mum shrieks. 

The boy looks disgusted. 

“I thought you were different to the others,” he 
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says, spitting on the ground. 

One of the policemen punches him in the face. 

“Shut the fuck up,” the policeman says. 

1 look away. Sometimes justice is hard to see, but 
I’m glad that our men and women in the Australian police 
force are here to protect us from our enemies. 

“Get my daughter out of here,” Mum says, 
breaking down in tears. “I don’t want her exposed to their 
rot anymore.” 

“Macy!” the girl says. “Please...” 

The police escort me to the door. 

“I’m sorry you had to see that, Macy,” one of them 

says. 

“Sometimes justice is hard to watch,” I tell them. 
“Don’t worry, 1 understand.” 

The policemen smile at one-another. 

“What?” I ask them, furrowing my brow. 

“Nothing,” the other one says. “Just that things are 
going better than we expected them to. That’s all.” 

“I still can’t believe that worked,” says the first one. 

“What worked? What’s going on?” I ask. 

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about it,” says 
the second policeman. 

He ruffles my hair. It makes me feel a little better. 

They leave me outside with a smile and a wave. 1 
hear them laughing as they go back inside the opera house. 
1 laugh a little too. I always love to see productive patriots 
taking genuine joy in the work they do to better our society. 
My chip tells me it’s downloaded an update. 1 tell it to accept 
the new ‘terms and services’ agreement and check the patch 
notes. I’m almost beside myself with anticipation, looking 
forward to seeing all the new features that the company has 
added to the product I’ve already purchased! 1 feel a little 
guilty in a way. I’m getting something for nothing after all, 
and everything has a price. I’ll have to buy a new chip soon, 
or better yet, maybe donate my money to the company 
directly. I wonder if they have a subscription service 1 can 
pay for? 
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Opening download: “545b_ChangeLog.txt” 

FG2000 Version 5.450(b) Patch Notes: 

Graphics-. 

• Fixed 4K rendering error in legacy VR apps. 

• Improved AA for AR rendered 3D objects. 

• Improved hit detection for AR rendered 3D objects. 

Bugfixes: 

• Fixed misleading or erroneous user anti-capitalist 
opinions. 

• Background noise dilution slider now functions as 
intended. 

Wow, I can’t believe they fixed the texture glitch! The new 
Minecraft will look even better than before! 

The van lands and mum comes out of the building. 

“I’m sorry I ruined your big day,” I tell her. 

“It wasn’t your fault dear,” she hugs me. “It was just 
those awful wasters.” 

“Yeah,” I say. 

But a part of me is still confused. 

“What’s going to happen to them?” I ask. 

“I don’t know,” Mum frowns. “They’ll at least 
be charged with treason and sedition. Maybe even put to 
death,” she shrugs. 

“That’s nice,” I smile. 

They definitely deserve it. 

“I love you, Macy,” she says. 

“I love you too Mum,” 1 reply. 

Somewhere in the distance, 1 hear a woman scream. 

“Come on,” Mum says, and kisses me on the 
forehead. “Let’s go get some Ben and Jerries.” 

We get into the van and fly away. 
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14. EPILOGUE 


“Is it done?” I ask. 

“The changes stuck,” the agent says and nods. “Everything 
is green across the board.” 

“Nobody’s pointing out the patch notes?” I ask. 

“A couple of people online who didn’t get the chips,” the 
agent says. “They’re being lambasted, heavily, by the majority 
that did. It’s already being dismissed as a conspiracy and,” 
he laughs. “Would you look at that? The first meme about it 
just went up on Facebook.” 

He sends a link to my jailbroken brain chip, and 1 look at 
it. There’s a picture of a man with a boot on his head, and 
the caption says: Facebook-Google releases patch for 
longstanding problem with human nature ... People 
say it’s mind-control! 

“It looks like most of the voters are supportive too,” 
the agent says. “We’ve programmed their replacement 
memories to lead to an interpretation of the recent patch 
as the continuation of a wider trend towards ‘democratized 
transhumanism’. Our first step towards the singularity.” 

I scroll down and read through the comments, my heart 
sinking lower with every passing post. It looks as though 
he’s right. No one is complaining. 

“People loved improving themselves with 
technology before,” I say. “I guess it’s no surprise that they’ll 
believe this isn’t different.” 

“The best lies are closest to the truth,” the agent 
says. “You can only push the mind so far before it starts to 
push against you.” 

“What happened with the transcript that you found 
on the darknet? The politician. Did you find out who they 
are?” 1 ask. 

“We have our suspicions,” the agent says. “Nothing 
conclusive yet. We expect to know a litde more by the end 
of the day.” 

My heart beats a fraction faster. 

“I can’t believe we really pulled it off. Does your 
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organisation expect that you can keep the system stable?” 
1 ask. 

The agent nods. 

“Now that the system is in place, there shouldn’t 
be any way to stop it,” he says. “Considering its decreasing 
price, and all our covert promotion of the chips, we believe 
that people will to continue to install them voluntarily. The 
population of dissenters will be slowly removed from the 
gene pool and the memosphere, at an accelerating rate 
as more and more of the vital functions of society are 
exclusively designed around the chips. We estimate that in 
approximately thirty years, our domination will become 
complete. Then we can ship it out to other markets. We will 
reclaim the world, Vice President Palmer. It’s only a matter 
of time.” 

1 hear the stomp of combat boots behind 
me. Nervously, 1 run my tongue along my tooth. 

“Don’t you feel... a litde bad about what we’re 
doing here? Changing people’s minds against their will?” 

It’s a risky question, but I ask it anyway. The agent 
answers normally. He doesn’t seem to care. 

“Obviously this kind of action is regrettable, but, 
as you know, the system needs to be preserved. We have 
too many people with a blatant disregard for other people’s 
right to keep their property. And, as you’re aware, nobody is 
forcing them to install the chips. We aren’t taking advantage 
of any rights they don’t agree to grant us in the EULA.” 

I feel a heavy hand upon my shoulder. 

“Vice President Palmer,” a solider says. “Can you 
come with us?” 

My face falls. It was only a matter of time. 

“Get your hands off me,” I say. 

“Vice president,” the soldier says. “You need to 
come with us.” 

The agent turns away. 

“Am 1 being arrested?” I say. “I want to see my 
lawyer. Please! Bring me my lawyer!” 

‘Your lawyer is waiting in the car,” the solider says. 
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“What you’re doing is sick!” I say to the agent. “It’s 
sick! I thought you were supposed to be defending private 
property? Preserving natural liberties? You’re violating the 
most sacred right of all! The right to bodily autonomy! The 
right for us to choose!” 

The agent laughs. 

“Oh, Mr. Palmer,” The agent says. “Our position 
is all about respecting peoples choices. The people chose 
to have the chips installed. They chose to agree to our 
conditions, conferring certain legal rights to us. The problem 
is, sometimes choices can have consequences. Sometimes 
those consequences can be final. It’s not up to up to the 
government to protect its citizens from that.” 

The agent smiles. 1 hate it when they do that, it means 
they think they’ve won. 

“You think we didn’t know about you?” The 
agent says. ‘You think we haven’t been watching you since 
the start? Seeing your discomfit in our party meetings? 
Watching you grow disillusioned with your role in planning 
and controlling our society, and sharing your disillusionment 
with others? We have AI watching everything, every private 
word and public conversation! We’ve been building our 
surveillance network for over 50 years. Did you really think 
we wouldn’t notice? The time to change the path of history 
is over, Mr. Palmer. You’ve already won.” 

I shake my head and stare into his cold, augmented 
eyes. 1 should be frightened, or guilty. 1 should be feeling 
something. 

“By the way,” the agent says, “That microphone 
inside your molar? We detected it as soon as you came in. 
It’s been disabled. Everything you’ve seen in here will die 
with you.” 

Now I’m feeling something. My insides have gone cold. 

“Why...” I swallow. “Why did you let me get away 
with it for so long? Why did you let me talk to Neoleaks, or 
come in here and talk to you?” 

“Why not Mr. Palmer? You’ve never been a threat,” 
the agent says. “Anyway, we needed you to help locate the 
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local branch of Neoleaks, which our police are currently 
disbanding. They’ve been a thorn in our side for over 20 
years...” 

The soldier tugs me gendy on the sleeve. I swear I see 
concern inside his eyes. 

“Mr. Palmer,” the soldier says. “We can’t keep them 
waiting any longer.” 

I sigh, and put my hands above my head. If choice got 
me into this situation, maybe doing nothing will help me to 
escape? I don’t have any better options left. 

“We have to go,” the solider says. 

I let him carry me away. 
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